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FOREWORD 


IT IS GREATLY to be hoped that this book will reach a wide public. 
The researches carried out by Mr. Peter Townsend in Bethnal Green 
—as part of the programme of the Institute of Community Studies — 
deal with the structure of family life, especially in relation to the 
older members of the community, and stand in their own right as a 
contribution to the general corpus of sociological knowledge. They 
possess, in addition, a special relevance for the present time when the 
growing numbers of old people in our midst pose acute problems in 

relation to their care and comfort. Solutions based on partial know- 

0 

ledge carry their own dangers and are likely in the end to prove un- 
acceptable, and although much of the knowledge wc possess about 
old people is securely established, it is by no means coterminous with 
the whole problem. In particular, family life in relation to old age has 
remained a largely unmapped territory, though the few and tentative 
explorations which have been made have all indicated its cardinal 
importance. It is here that Mr. Townsend's work breaks new ground; 
it illumines with a wealth of facts a territory hitherto so largely the 
province of opinion, and in so doing it firmly establishes the central 
role of the family in the lives of so many of our old people. 

Since family unity is the expression of intangible and emotional 
ties between individuals, sometimes many in number, firm know- 
ledge is not always easy to come by, and is by no means always 
available to everyone who may seek it, for its elucidation demands 
special qualities of the investigator. Endless patience is of course 
an essential, but the real sine qua non is a genuine alTcclioii for the 
old people under interview, who usually distinguish with ease the 
base from the true metal and only reveal their secrets to the latter. 
None who read this book will fail to realise the success achieved by 
the author, for its value derives largely from an array of the details 
of family life, whose width and intimacy testify to the confidence in 
which Mr. Townsend was held by the subjects of the survey. The 
book possesses all the advantages which accrue from being written 
by the man who actually had his fingers in the pie, and as one with 
some previous experience of this kind of study, it was a pleasure to 
taste throughout its pages the true ‘tang’ that comes only from direct 
human contact, and I am indeed proud to have been invited to write 
this foreword. 
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FOREWORD 


The reader will find in these pages an absorbing account of what 
may be termed thj social anatomy of successful family life — the 
internal adaptations that are necessary to bind one generation with 
another, and the importance of various environmental factors, 
among which case of contact is prominent. We are shown the ways 
in which the family maintains its emotional intensity while altering 
its structure with the changes in the generations; we are shown the 
central importance of the mother-daughter relationship with its 
corollary of the strain imposed on families denied this contribution 
to their structure; we are shown that so long as health permits, 
services are rendered within the family by each to the other and are 
not merely a one-way dependence of the old on the young — a fact 
that is so frequently forgotten. All these and many other fascinating 
details of human life to be found in these pages serve to establish 
two conclusions whose importance it is difficult to minimise. The 
first is the necessity of maintaining the ability of the family to sup- 
port their aged relatives, since it is just that clement of the old-age 
population lacking effective family support who are the major clai- 
mants on care by the community. It is good to find that the author 
finds no evidence of that recent decline in the sense of family unity 
which others have suggested to be in progress. If the first objective 
is positive, the second is negative — to watch that by developments 
and improvements in other directions we do not unwittingly render 
the task of the family more arduous. The normal mode of existence 
that is preferred by both generations, and makes most for ease of 
succour as well as family contentment, is the ability of children to 
live close to but independently of their ageing relatives. This study 
goes far to cpnfirm what has already been suspected, that modern 
housing developments may tend to make this more difficult and 
thereby to increase the number of isolated old people. 

The book should be studied by all who are concerned in any way 
with old age, for on the basis of direct experience it reveals many 
avenues of help for the united family — the environment from which 
the old derive such intense happiness and sense of security. The prime 
requisite of our times is to promote the family to a position of active 
and acknowledged partnership with the community in the care of 
the older generation — and this book gives us for the first time a full 
picture of the complicated network of human relationships within 
the family which must be taken into honourable account if this 
attempt is to be successful. May it receive the attention it undoubtedly 
deserves. 

J. H. Sheldon 

President of the International Association of Gerontology. 
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SUMMARY 


1 THE STUDY IN OUTLINE p. 1 

Wc often suppose old people are more isolated than in the past. Is 
this true? There are hints it is not. The question is important and 
answering it is likely to show better how to meet the social, medical 
and economic needs of old age. There has been no specialised study 
of the family life of old people — the object of this book. The book is 
largely based on intensive interviews with a random sample of 200 
old people in Bethnal Green, London. 

2 PLACE AND PEOPLE p. 11 

An introductory account of the locality, the old people and their 
homes provides a general picture into which the detail of later 
chapters can be fitted. The sense of community, the contiguity of 
home and workshop, and the diversity of character and situation are 
described. 

3 . HOME AND FAMILY p. 21 

We start the detailed description of family life with the home. Home 
life is shaped by long residence in the community. People recognise 
the independence of the marriage within the interdependence of the 
family. Old people want to live alone in their own homes but close to 
their children and other relatives. Not so many live alone in fact. 
Part of the explanation of the large number sharing their homes is: 
late childbirth; father’s death while children adolescent; specially 
close ties with youngest child and only child; infirm widowed re- 
joining children. Sections: Household and Dwelling; The Wish to be 
Independent; Reasons for Living with Relatives. 

4 LIVING NEAR RELATIVES p. 31 

Having described the membership of the home and the wish of old 
people to live near rather than with their married children, we now 
see how far the wish is fulfilled in practice. Many relatives do in fact 
live nearby and many, especially children, are seen regularly and 
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frequently. Very few old people are isolated from all their children. 
We again observe the influence of family structure on its internal 
behaviour. Sections: The Nearness of Children; Seeing Children: 
Two Groups of Kin. 

5 THE FAMILY SYSTEM OF CARE p. 41 

What are the differences between persons living with children and 
grandchildren and those living alone? Examination of the three types 
of home, three, two and one generation, shows that the differences 
are not as great as one might expect. One old person in one dwelling 
usually does not live ‘alone' in any real sense. The domestic unit 
generally spreads over two or more nearby households. Old people 
get much help from their relatives, help which is reciprocated. The 
two-way traffic is an essential feature of the family. There are, how- 
ever, limits to the help available, especially for people with few or no 
relatives. Sections: The Two Generation Home; The One Generation 
Home : Regular Help in the Home; Regular Help for Others ; Health 
of Old People and Help in Illness; The Oh! Woman" s Place; The 
Limits of Care in Illness; The Strain of Ilhtess. 

6 MAN AND WIFE AND THE HOME ECONOMY p. 62 
At the centre of the family stand man and wife. The relationships 
between them, financial and otherwise, are regulated by the way the 
marriage adjusts to the extended family. Thus the older man’s 
domestic role often varies with the availability of female relatives. 
Division of labour and independent meetings with relatives reinforce 
the division of income — where the husband is reluctant to reveal his 
wage and the wife her board money from children. Financial roles 
are continued into retirement. The old man is then badly off. Board 
money, payments for services (e.g. children’s and grandchildren’s 
meals) and gifts strengthen the wife’s authority. Sections: Board 
Money: Contributions from Those Living Outside the Home; Pay- 
ments for Family Services; Finances of Man and Wife; Segregation in 
Role. 

1 SONS AND DAUGHTERS p. 11 

The way the extended family works begins to gel clearer. How strong 
is the tie between old people and their children and how is it main- 
tained or disrupted? Each has a continuing function — domestic, 
social and emotional— in the other’s life. What happens when there 
are sons but no daughters? To eldest and youngest children? To 
children-in-law? We see how the extended family adjusts to the 
number, age and situation of its members. Sections: Unmarried 
Children; Delaying Marriage; The Predominance of Mum; Keeping 
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in Touch after Marriage ; Large ' and Small Families; Eldest and 
Youngest Children ;, Nan and the Grandchildren; The Social Class of 
Children; Decline in Contact with Children. 

8 BROTHERS AND SISTERS p. 97 

As an individual becomes first child, then parent and grandparent, 
new relationships substitute for old. The tie between old people and 
brothers and sisters weakens, especially after the death of the parents, 
tliough some contact is usually maintained. Only rarely does the tie 
remain a very close one, this happening usually when the siblings are 
childless. Sections: The HusbaruVs Family; The Weakening Tie; 
Maintaining the Tie; The Second Mother. 

THE EXTENDED FAMILY 

9 AND THE KINSHIP NETWORK p. 108 

The main features of the extended family can now be summarised. 
Many relatives are not members of it. ‘Connecting’ relatives link 
one extended family to another. Each family supports the other, 
building up group solidarity, partly by providing outlets for hostility, 
partly by means of ritual, help in emergency and replacements upon 
bereavement. Sections: Features of the Extended Family; Support 
from Outside ; Ceremonial and Holidays. 

10 FAMILY AND COMMUNITY p. 120 

Information about neighbours, friends, membership of clubs and so 
on suggests we have not over-weighted the importance of the family. 
Associations with neighbours are restrained, few people have close 
friends outside the family and few attend church, though some arc 
members of old people’s clubs. In old age family life becomes more 
important, not less. The associations and friendships of work die 
away, and other friendships and social activities — such as holidays, 
evenings in pubs, and sports matches — arc weakened by retirement, 
poverty, infirmity and bereavement. Some people without families, 
particularly widows, find part-substitutes in neighbours and friends. 
Sections: Restraint with Neighbours; Church- ajid Chapel-going; 
Clubs; Community as Family ; An Old People's Outing; Consequence 
of Age; Substitutes for Relatives. 

11 RETIREMENT p. 137 

Retirement from work is a tragedy for most men. It alters their lives, 
lowers their prestige, thrusts them into poverty or near poverty, 
cuts them off from the friendships and associations formed at work 
and leaves th6m with few opportunities of occupying their time. 
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It has a far less drastic effect on women. The facts reveal the need 
for occupation for old men by (a) allowing thejii to carry on longer 
in normal employment, (h) providing sheltered part-time employ- 
ment for those incapable of earning an economic wage and 
(c) providing out-work for the house-bound. Sictions: After 
Retirement; The Old Woman at Work; Ne)v Employment for the 
Old. 

12 POVHRTY p. 154 

The subsistence principle, used in lixing benefits, takes little or no 
account of the money needs of old age, especially those produced by 
membership of family and community. Retirement reduces income' 
sharply. Old people no longer at work have a very low personal 
income, a third of them lov\cr than the N.A.R. minimum. A quarter 
could get State help but do not apply, partly out of pride, partly 
because they arc helped by children living at home. Dependence on 
children for subsidy weakens the family, for the family is partly 
built on recipiocal services. Need for the pension to be enough to 
preserve personal pride and identity. Sk iions: The Tall in Ineome; 
Speeial Needs and the Level of Ineome : Personal Rij^hts and Family 
Support ; Implieations for Poliey. 

ISOLATION, LONLLINFSS 

13 AND THE HOLD ON LIFE /;. 166 

Social isolation in old age is produced mainly by lack of relatives 
but also by retirement and by infirmity. It is not the same as loneli- 
ness. You feel lonely when you miss someone you love, even if you 
are surrounded by other people, and especially when you arc old 
because that person is harder to replace. Isolated people arc not 
always lonely. Distinction between isolates and desolates. These two 
groups are likely to have a less tenacious hold on life. Sections: 
The Isolated: Loneliness in Old Age; Reeent Bereavement: Reeent 
Separation ; The Hold on Life. 

14 WHO CLAIM STATE CARE? p. 183 

That isolated people make a disproportionate claim on the services 
of the State is confirmed by detailed study of people helped by three 
social services — a hospital, London welfare homes and a local 
domiciliary service. Isolation is therefore shown to be a major cause 
of entry to hospital or institution. People with daughters at hand 
make least claim. Sections: Old People in Hospital; Old People in 
Welfare Homes; Old People Served hy Home Helps; Family and 
State. 
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15 KEEPING THE FAMILY TOGETHER p. 193 
Institutional and domiciliary services would need to expand several 
times but for the availability of relatives. If for no other reason than 
economy it is necessary to help old people stay with their families. 
Reinforcing the family and finding family substitutes for the isolates 
should be the object of policy. This can be achieved by rehousing 
people near relatives and friends, developing a comprehensive family 
help service and instituting such things as constant attendance allow- 
ances for the bedridden and housebound. There is a general need of 
greater flexibility in provision for the elderly, with more homc-like 
surroundings in all kinds of institutions, more interchange between 
home and hospital and more domiciliary services on call. SrCTioNs: 
Housing Policy for Families; Supporting the Family: Institutions 
Without Walls. 

16 CONCLUSION p. 204 

In this working-class area the three-generation himily, built around 
grandmother, daughter and grandchild, provides the normal environ- 
ment for old people. Based on the lies of blood, duty, affection, 
common interests and daily acquaintance, it is the one institution to 
which a man or woman belongs from birth to death. The tics of 
friendship, ncighbourlincss or group membership are not so enduring. 
The individual finds self-fiilfilmcnt as he moves from the first to (he 
third generation, learning and teaching the functions of child, parent 
iind grandparent. The major function of the grandparent is the 
important fact to emerge from this book. Proposals for social policy 
are summarised. It seems reasonable to assume ihat the research 
findings apply elsewhere and that tlie relationships described do not 
represent a way of life that is fast disappearing, fhe trend in family 
life seems to be towards a federation of marriages in which mutual 
aid, partnership, financi'd independence and personal freedom 
become more important. 
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I 


THE STUDY IN OUTLINE 


THIS BOOK is in two parts. The first describes the family life of 
people of pensionable age in a working-class borough of East 
London; the second discusses the chief social problems of old age 
against the background of family organisation and relationships. 

Concern about the growing number of old people springs partly 
from an assumption that many of them arc isolated from their 
families and from the community. It is widely believed that the tics 
of kinship arc much less enduring than they once were and that as a 
consequence the immediate family of parents and unmarried children, 
of which the individual is a member for only part of his lifetime, has 
replaced the larger family of three or four generations, of which the 
individual is a member for the whole of his life, as the fundamental 
unit of society. Such an assumption is of very great importance and 
demands careful examination. 

The first trial interview I had when I started this study was with 
an old man whose situation suggested the assumption might be 
right. He was an old widower of 76 years of age who lived alone in 
two rooms on the third floor of a block of tenement flats. His wife 
had died two years previously and he had no children. He was a 
very thin, large-boned man with a high-domed forehead and a 
permanent stoop. His frayed waistcoat and trousers hung in folds. 
At the time of calling, 30 pm, he was having his first meal of the 
day, a hot-pot of mashed peas and ham washed down with a pint 
of tea from a large mug. The living-room was dilapidated, with old 
black-out curtains covering the windows, crockery placed on news- 
papers and piles of old magazines tucked under the chairs. In one 
corner of the room by an open fireplace (a ‘kitchener’) stood a small 
table covered with worn lino cloth and in another corner stood a 
broken meat-safe with scraps of food inside. There was a photo of 

3 
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his wife in her twenties on the mantelpiece together with one of a 
barmaid and a pin-up from a Sunday paper. His wife’s coat still hung 
on a hook on the door and her slippers were tidily placed in the hearth. 

For most of his life he had worked as a commercial artist. ‘I did 
a bit of tickling’ — delicate lettering and design for advertising 
blocks. In his late sixties he experienced long spells of illness inter- 
spersed with work as a bottlewasher at a dairy. He was obliged to 
give up work finally because of ill-health and growing infirmity at 
the age of 72. Since the death of his wife his social activities had 
contracted. He did not get up for long and rarely went out, except 
at week-ends for his pension and his shopping. Even his visits to an 
infirm brother living some miles away had fallen off. ‘I used to go 
over and see him every Tuesday night last year — up to that fog we 
had in November. Then I just lay on my bed coughing and cough- 
ing. Coughing all day and night, thinking my time had come. But it 
wasn’t to be.’ 

He regretted not having children, especially a daughter, who 
‘might have stood by me when I got old’, and he had no nephews 
or nieces living in London. The neighbours saw little of him. Next 
door was ‘Mrs. Lipstick and Powder, that’s what I calls her, always 
going out.’ On the other side was Mrs. ‘Fly-by-night. She rushes past 
me on the stairs now, like some of the others, without asking how I 
am. Not that I mind. But they used to do it and since I came out of 
hospital and go around just like a decrepit old man — decrepit, yes — 
I suppose they don’t like to ask how I am in case they feel they should 
do something. But there — life’s like that, isn't it?’ 

He had lost touch with all his friends and did not approve of old 
people’s clbbs. ‘They’re all clicks of decrepit old people.’ His opinion 
of national assistance officials, doctors, almoners and nurses was 
favourable, except that sometimes they ‘kept you in the dark’ or 
‘treated you like a little child.’ He had refused offers of a home help, 
mainly, it appeared, from a sense of privacy, shame of his home, 
misunderstanding about payment, and suspicion of the sort of 
woman who would come. His memories of contacts with doctors 
and hospitals were extremely vivid and he recalled at length some of 
his experiences. He talked about an almoner who was ‘a lovely 
looking party’, about his new dentures, ‘I don’t wear the top, it’s 
more comfortable’, and with pride about his one perfect faculty, 
his eyesight. On occasions when he could scarcely walk it never 
occurred to him to ask his doctor to visit him; he preferred to make 
painful journeys to the surgery. 

* « * 

I have chosen to begin this book with a description of the life of 
this one individual because he typifies what so many observers 
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regard as the social ’problem’ of old age. In his case we would find 
it impossible to ignore the crucial facts of bereavement, absence of 
children and other relatives, infirmity and virtual social ostracism. 
If we mean anything by isolation from society he must be the sort 
of person we keep in mind. But is he exception or rule? Are there 
many others like him in our society? Many sociologists and adminis- 
trators believe there arc. One administrator expressed it in these 
terms: 

‘Provision for old age has emerged as a “problem” largely because 
of the loosening of family lies and insistence on individual rights and 
privileges to the exclusion of obligations and duties which has developed 
so markedly in recent years. Whereas families used to accept responsi- 
bility for their old people they now expect the State to look after them. 

. . . The care and attention which the family used to provide for them 
must be provided in some other way.' * 

Such a view is commonly held in other countries as well. At the 
turn of the century Durkheim wrote of the disintegration of the 
family which ‘for most of the time . . . may be said to be reduced to 
the married couple alone.'- More recently Myrdal and Klein, writing 
of several western countries, said ‘the separation of the generations 
has become a generally accepted pattern.'-^ And in a recent Australian 
study Hutchinson said, . . for the mass of older people increasing 
age carries with it a decreasing association with the younger genera- 
tions. In the . . . social scene the conjugal family is the sole unit of 
intimate relationships. With the withering of this unit the surviving 
members must, on the whole, expect to continue their lives as 
individuals.’^ Such is the canon of discourse. The separation from 
kin is supposed to be one of the features which serves to differentiate 
the industrial from the so-called ‘primitive’ societies. 

But do old people in Britain lose touch with their married children 
and lead an isolated life? Are the bonds of kinship of little or no 
consequence, especially in urban areas? We have only to pose these 
questions to realise the need for more facts. What few there arc do 
not confirm many current suppositions. Sheldon, in a pioneering 
study, drew attention to the important part played by relatives of 
old people in Wolverhi mpton and said that too little was known 
about their role. 

1 King, Sir Geoffrey, formerly Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Pensions and 
National Insurance, ‘Policy and Practice’, OU Age in the Modern World, 1955, 
p. 45. Full references to all sources quoted are given in Appendix 5. 

2 Durkheim, E., Suicide, English edition, 1952, p. 377. 

3 Myrdal, A., and Klein, V., Women's Two Roles, 1956, p. 25. 

^ Hutchinson, B., Old People in a Modern Australian Community, 1954, p. 63. 
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‘There arc therefore 192 subjects (40% of the sample) whose happiness 
and domestic efficiency are to a greater or lesser extent dependent on 
the ready accessibility of their children or other relatives. The whole 
question of the part played in the economy of old people's households 
by their children living in other homes is one of great importance and 
merits a full-dress study. ... It is abundantly clear that to consider the 
future welfare of old people in vacuo would be to overlook a factor of 
vital importance in the normal social biology of old age. In at least 40% 
of cases they must be regarded as part of a family group, the ramifica- 
tions of which bear little or no relation to architectural limitations, and 
no solution of the problems of old age will be acceptable to the people 
themselves or to their children which does not take the family factor 
into account.’ ^ 

Studies in other places such as Hammersmith, Acton and Northern 
Ireland^ have also produced some evidence of close ties between old 
people and their relatives and of a willingness to bear the burden of 
nursing care. But the evidence gained in these inquiries was incidental 
to their main purposes. There has been no specialised study of the 
place of the old person in the family. Yet such detailed knowledge 
may be fundamental to any understanding of old age or of its 
problems. That is the starting point of this study. How often do old 
people sec their children and their brothers and sisters and do they 
live near or far? What services do relatives perform for each other 
every day and at times of crisis? What is the difference in family role 
of an old man and an old woman? Can a more precise meaning be 
given to loneliness and social isolation and what does it mean to be 
widowed, single or childless? Is the status of old people undergoing 
change? Which old people make the greatest demand on the social 
services and why, and how far can and should the State aid or replace 
the efforts of the family? These arc some of the questions whieh will 
be discussed in this report. 

Plan and Method 

They are not easy questions to answer. One area was sought in which 
a detailed study could be made. The metropolitan borough of 
Bethnal Green was chosen, partly because a companion inquiry into 
family life had already started there, undertaken by my colleagues, 
Michael Young and Peter Willmott.^ In many respects the two studies 
are complementary. One considers family life through the eyes of 
middle-aged couples with children and the other largely through the 

1 Sheldon, J. H., The Social Medicine of Old Age, 1948, p. 156. 

2 Over Seventy, N.C.S.S., 1954; Shaw, L. A., ‘Impressions of Family Life in a 
London Suburb’, 1954; Adams, G. F., and Checseman, E. A., Old People in 
Nor them Ire land i 1951. 

3 Young, M., and Willmott, P., Family and Kinship in East London, 1957. 
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eyes of the elderly. Both lay great emphasis on intensive interviews 
with random samples of the population. The two studies were 
planned together but the subsequent work was carried out, and the 
reports written up, independently. My colleagues and I have, quite 
deliberately, made no attempt to reconcile the findings in the two 
books. Since our chief informants belonged to different age-groups, 
the impressions we gained were also bound to be different. Any 
reader (if there be anv with the stamina) who studies both books 
side by side will therefore notice the disagreement on certain sub- 
jects as well as the great measure of agreement on most of the 
important features of the local kinship system. 

The borough where the studies were carried out is relatively small, 
is near central London, and has a predominantly working-class 
population. In 1951 14% of the people were of pensionable age — 
the same proportion as for the County of London and England and 
Wales. The borough had lost population to new housing estates on 
the outskirts of London, and a small minority of people were .lewish.^ 
With these two reservations there was no reason to suppose that family 
life would be very different from that in other long-settled working- 
class urban areas. 

After trial interviews had been carried out in Westminster and 
Hampstead the names of individuals of pensionable age in Bethnal 
Green were obtained at random from the records of general prac- 
titioners. Seven of the general practices in the borough were them- 
selves selected at random for this purpose. The procedure was to 
work through the medical cards for all patients on a doctor's list, 
picking out every tenth card and, where the card referred to a man 
aged 65 or over, a woman aged 60 or over, or a person whose age 
was not specified, to note down the name and address. After elimin- 
ating those who were subsequently found to be below pensionable 
age for to have died before the sample was drawn) 261 names 
remained. The result of visits paid to all the addresses was as follows: 


Died txiforc interview 9 

Moved out of the borough 24 

Un traced 5 

Hospital or welfare home 8 

111 2 

Refused an interview 10 

Interviewed 203 


261 

* 5% of the old people interviewed in 1954-5 and 8% of a random sample of 
the whole population interviewed in 1955 (for the purposes of the companion 
study) were Jewish. Young, M. and Willmott, P., op, cit., p. xvii. 
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Of the 203 people interviewed two-thirds were women, half of 
them widowed. Just under a fifth had no surviving children. Table 1 
outlines the numbers in different marital status groups, distinguishing 
those without children. In age, sex and marital status the sample 
accorded fairly closely with the whole elderly population, so far as 
can be ascertained from the 1951 Census.^ 

TABLE 1 

Marital Status and Childlessness 



Without surviving 
children 

With surviving 
children 

Total 

Unmarried 

Married Widowed 

Married Widowed* 


Men 6 

3 

3 

38 

14 

64 

Women 12 

5 

7 

52 

63 

139 

Total no. 18 

18 

167 

203 


* Including a few who were divorced or separated. 


The main interview lasted for an average of about two hours, 
though it varied from slightly less than an hour to three and a half 
hours. After an explanation of the reasons for the call, the interview 
itself was not so much a search for short answers to formal questions 
as a guided conversation. As soon as practicable, an interview 
schedule was taken out and extensive notes made. A kinship diagram 
was drawn for each informant, the Christian names, ages, occupations 
and districts of residence of husband or wife, children, grand- 
children, brothers and sisters and so on being noted down, together 
with an estimate of the frequency of contact with each of them. 

Information about the family often proved difficult to obtain — 
sometimes because the number of relatives was very large, sometimes 
because people were infirm, deaf, forgetful or unwilling. Too much 
should not be made of such difficulties. Most people were remarkably 
generous and indulgent and went to great lengths to find an answer 
to questions — searching out birth certificates, funeral cards, family 
photos, insurance agreements and supplementary assistance books. 
The kinship diagram usually gave information about more than fifty 
relatives, including all those in frequent touch with the old person. 
Facts about income, health, household management, retirement, 
neighbours and friends were also sought. After the interview both 
quantitative and qualitative data were reported in an interview 
record or case-study .of from two to four thousand words. A further 

* Sec Appendix 1 for further details about the sample. 
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note on method and the representativeness of the sample, together 
with examples of interview-reports, will be found at the end of this 
book. In the illustrations from interviews throughout the text 
fictitious names have been used and details have been altered to 
prevent identification. In the quotations no attempt has been made 
to convey dialect. 

Apart from a few early interviews all the people were seen between 
October 1954 and November 1955, 160 by myself and the remainder 
by my colleague, Peter Marris. Nearly all were visited a second time; 
some three, four or more times, partly to round off interviews that 
were incomplete and partly to secure additional information. Separ- 
ate interviews were also obtained with some relatives of the chief 
informants. 

Later in this book I will describe information gained from other 
sources. Twelve old people in the sample were kind enough to keep 
a diary of their activities for a week in the spring of 1955. Four of 
these diaries are reproduced in an appendix. Special surveys were 
made of the social and family background of old people seeking 
help from the social services: a sample group of some 200 people 
originating in East l.ondon who spent the last period of their lives 
in L.C.C. homes; a group of 300 people in the care of a local geriatric 
hospital; and finally, 400 people being visited by home helps in 
Bethnal Green. The object of these surveys was first, to explore the 
respective functions of relatives and of the social services in helping 
to meet the needs of old people and second, to pinpoint those groups 
who make the heaviest demands on statutory and voluntary 
provision. 

In presenting the results I have tried throughout to keep individual 
people in the forefront. The research worker is so anxious to establish 
patterns, uniformities and systems of social action that he is tempted 
to plan questionnaires that can be filled in simply and to confine his 
report largely to classificatory lists and tables of statistics. The 
uniqueness of each individual and each family is probably the 
fundamental difficulty about this. However those to be studied are 
selected, whether on grounds of likeness in age, situation, occupa- 
tion or class, once one meets them and begins to talk to them one 
becomes aware of the divc-sities of behaviour, relationship, attitude 
and interpretation. Standard questions, prepared beforehand, mean 
different things to different people; they are sometimes appropriate, 
sometimes inappropriate; by themselves they do not provide an 
adequate means of thoroughly investigating this particular subject. 
Before one can apply or interpret the reliability of answers to set 
questions, one needs a fair idea of the most important relationships, 
activities and characteristics of each person approached, important, 
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that is, as they arc judged by him. Too many of the principal features 
of social life might otherwise be missed or misrepresented. 

Although I believe with conviction that the methods of interview- 
ing should be flexible and that reports on social research should 
convey the quality and diversity of individual and social behaviour, 
I am not suggesting that the search for patterns of behaviour, through 
statistical analysis and correlation, is not important. I am submitting 
only that once a social inquiry moves beyond simple description and 
measurement, for instance of facts of a basically demographic kind, 
the build-up of statistics and indices of behaviour becomes a subtle 
and complicated process that can only proceed in the context of a 
wide knowledge of the societies concerned. And such knowledge 
cannot be gained unless there is direct and continuous acquaintance 
with the people who are being studied. 
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PLACE AND PEOPLE 


TfU: MiTROPOLITAN BOROUGH of Bethnal Green is a flat, 
roughly rectangular area lying in the heart of Past London, less than 
a mile from the City and only a mile or two north of the Thames. It 
is one of the smallest boroughs in London, being less than two miles 
wide by three-quarters of a mile deep. Adjoining it to west, north, 
cast and south arc the boroughs of Shoreditch, Hackney, Poplar and 
Stepney. 

The housing does not give the impression of being monotonous, 
nor is it, broadly speaking, squalid and dilapidated, nor unrelieved 
by spacious parks and squares. There are patches devastated in the 
war and still neglected. There are pockets of semi-derelict and con- 
gested dwellings, particularly in the western part of the borough, 
bordering the railway and lying to the north of Roman Road. And 
there arc the empty shells of houses awaiting dcmoiition. But visitors 
expecting confirmation of what they have been told about London 
slums are usually surprised by the width of some of the streets of 
terraced cottages, by their neatness and dignity and by the number 
of small back-yards and gardens. These rows of two-storey cottages, 
mostly dating from the early part or middle of the 19th century, arc 
broken up by intervening blocks of tenement flats, built towards 
the end of the century by private trusts and companies and later by 
the L.C.C., huge, forbidd'-ig buildings set in narrow paved yards, 
rather like outcrops of granite overlooking unpretentious escarp- 
ments. Since the war this landscape has been made even more 
varied by large-scale building of new council flats of varying design 
and colour. 

The variety of housing is one expression of change. The continuity 
and rapidity of physical and industrial change within the borough 
has been one of the most important facts in the lives of its people, 

11 



PLACE AND PEOPLE 

and particularly its old people. Two hundred years ago Bethnal 
Green was described as a parish with ‘the face of a country, affording 
everything to render it pleasant, fields, pastorage, grounds for cattle, 
and formerly woods and marshes.’^ In 1800 over half the parish was 
still farmland. Yet by the 1870s its overcrowded slums were attracting 
public attention and censure. In 1901 there were nearly 130,000 
people in the borough, about half of whom were over-crowded and 
just under half in poverty.^ By 1931 the population had declined to 

108.000 and in 1943, after bombing and evacuation, there were only 

40.000 people in the borough. After the war the population increased 
to over 60,000 but fell to 54,000 in 1955. The movement has not only 
been outward, to new housing estates on the fringes of London, but 
also from district to district within the borough. In recent times whole 
groups of streets have been demolished and replaced by many new 
flats. The population as a whole, therefore, has been much less stable 
for several decades than in many other places. 

To a casual eye the customs of life of the population arc not so 
varied as the housing. Attachment to flowers and pets is almost 
universal. The back-yards or back-gardens of many old houses arc 
filled with masses of flowers and sometimes with hen-runs, rabbit- 
hutches and aviaries. One old man who was interviewed grew prize 
dahlias and others had sheds in which they repaired shoes or furni- 
ture. The balconies of many of the modern flats arc also ablaze with 
colour in the summer. And in the windows of both flats and houses 
hang cages of budgerigars. Well over half the old people interviewed 
had a pet, most of these a cage-bird. One man kept an aviary on the 
balcony of the tenement block in which he lived. 

It is as diflicult to look from the street into the homes of those 
living in modern flats with spacious windows as of those living in 
old houses. Lace curtains or ornaments intervene, and doors arc 
not usually left open except when children arc playing round the 
doorstep or when an old man is sitting on a chair watching the 
passers-by. Sometimes a wooden gate is fitted into the doorway to 
prevent a young child from venturing into the street. The privacy of 
the hearth seems to be sacred to all but a very few families with 
children — these few usually living in dilapidated property. 

Old and modern flats as well as old terraced houses have the 
whitened or painted doorsteps covered with strips of lino; the bells 
beyond the reach of any child; the sparkling windows cleaned 
weekly or fortnightly; and the pot alsatian dogs, vases of artificial 
flowers and gaudily dyed curtains. 

Neighbours often imitate each other. In one street is a row of six 

* Strype, in his edition of Stow's Survey of London^ 1755. 

2 Booth, C., I4fe and Labour of the People in London^ Vol. 1, 1891. 
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houses with an aspidistra in each front window, rarely found else- 
where; in another a line of four alsatian dogs and, in a third, a 
succession of curtains of a particular hue, dark blue, rose pink, 
yellow ochre. For young children the modern flat with its door-key 
dangling on a piece of string from the letter-box seems to be just 
such a home as the old house with its grimy piece of cord tied to the 
latch and protruding through a makeshift hole in the door. 

One difference between old and new in Bethnal Green is the 
separation of home and workplace. New housing does not provide 
workrooms, although elsewhere, scattered among the back-streets, 
arc hundreds of small workshops, mostly converted from houses 
and some retaining one floor as living quarters. Some of the oldest 
houses have very wide windows on the first floor. These were the 
homes and workshops of the Huguenot silk weavers and their 
descendants. Most people still live close to their work. 

The back-street workshops make furniture and woodwork of all 
kinds, shoes and clothing. For old people tied to their windows 
there is a great deal to watch. One of the commonest noises in the 
streets is the wood-turner's lathe or the sewing-machine. In summer 
there arc glimp.ses of men or girls at work in tiny workshops and of 
furniture frames, boxes and rags piled high on the pavement. At 
night, in some streets, sombre lines of vans or huge transport lorries 
arc drawn up, bumper to bumper. 

If one major feature of the borough is its small industry, another 
is its commerce. In the back-streets arc the characteristic corner- 
shops, easily accessible to all but the most infirm people. On the 
main thoroughfares are few of the familiar chain-stores found else- 
where in London, but many small shops and market stalls. Three 
general markets open every day, with three hundred stalls lining 
Bethnal Green Road, Brick Lane and Roman Road. Special markets 
open on Sunday mornings flowers and plants in C olumbia Road, 
pots of all kinds and especially budgerigars in C lub Row, wireless 
and electrical equipment in C'ygnet Street, and second-hand clothes in 
Cheshire Street. The intimacy of contact between seller and buyer 
among the market stalls extends also to many of the shops. A number 
of grocers and ironmongers, for example, display their wares on 
the pavement. The individur iity of shops and stalls is striking: ‘Sam’s 
fish: quality and civility’; ‘Gent’s hairdresser: please note our only 
address’; ‘The Little Wonder’ and ‘Kelly for Jelly’. 

The outward character of Bethnal Green lies in its back-street 
workshops, its colourful markets and its rows of terraced cottages 
interspersed by grim sentinels of Victorian solidity — those gloomy 
blocks of flats built up to and around the turn of the century. The 
place comes alive with its people, short, jocund and familiar; plump 
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women on the move with their shopping bags, old women showing 
off their daughters’ prams, men loading a lorry with furniture frames 
or leaning against it with their feet idly crossed, bantering with the 
passers-by. Children and teenagers seem to be arrogant, confident 
and sparkling. Girls are not afraid to wear extravagant plumage, 
hobble skirts, purple coats with Princess collars and imitation gold 
car-rings, and some even wear make-up to do their shopping (though 
they seem to keep their nylons for the evenings). Boys combine suits 
of Edwardian cut with American swagger and there is nothing subtle 
or discreet in their advances to the girls. Young children are remark- 
ably self-possessed, if shrill, and quick to take advantage of their 
opportunities, whether they prove to be a pile of wood-chippings 
left unattended, a lorry edging too slowly down a street, or a sudden 
issue of sunlight at a moment when they have some broken bits of 
mirror. 

The Old People 

All this provided the setting within which old people in Bethnal Green 
led their lives. What, to a visitor, did they and their homes look like? 
Looks often belied age. Most people visited were short in stature and 
some were lined and bent and rooted like withered trees, but others 
were swift and spruce and sly as the experienced fox. Some were 
exhausted by life but others seemed barely to have started it. A 
woman in her early sixties had resigned herself to her room, her stick, 
her black cat and her fire. Yet a man in his late eighties still talked 
alertly and moved swiftly about the house and neighbourhood. He 
had not seen his doctor more than three times in ten years. And a 
woman in her mid-sixties said she liked evenings out. ‘1 like dancing. 
There, you wouldn’t believe that, would you?’ She did a little jig in 
the room. ‘I bet I’m the wildest one you’ve met.’ 

The women ranged in age from 60 to 90 and in physique from the 
grotesquely fat to the painfully thin. They curled their hair or swept 
it back from the face and cars, only two or three wore make-up of 
any kind and few wore other than woollen or lisle stockings. Many 
of them were in bedroom slippers and some in curlers. Usually they 
wore flowered cotton dresses or woollen skirts and cardigans and 
often a colourful apron or overall. The men varied in age from 65 
to 87 but few were either fat or thin. They usually had their hair 
cropped short and a number had walrus moustaches but none had 
beards. The arms of some of them were tattooed. In the home many 
wore a waistcoat over collarless shirts and unlaced boots and some a 
silk scarf. The clothes of many people, particularly those over 70, 
were well-worn and old. 

The homes revealed a great deal about the occupants. Photos of 
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relatives, distributed over tables and sideboards and walls, were one 
of the best indications of the size of an old person's family as well as 
one of the most natural cues for talking about it. A clock which was 
an hour slow or two hours fast proved, in practice, to be one of the 
most impressive expressions of isolation, loneliness or weary 
resignation. Unusual items of furniture were often found to be the 
gift of children or an inheritance from dead relatives. It was imposs- 
ible to ignore a huge chromium-plated fender (made by a son) or a 
copy of Holman Hunt's picture, ‘The Light of the World' (passed 
on l^rom the old person's parents). In many simply-designed modern 
flats the old-style possessions seemed to bo out of place but they 
recalled the history and expressed the unity of the family. 

In one widow’s small kitchen was a television set with two Toby jugs 
below it and a budgerigar in a cage standing on top. There were photos 
of two sons on the walls, one in police uniform. At least eight photos 
of other children and grandchildren were on a small sideboard. The back 
window o\crlookcd a tiny yard, where, she said, ‘the flowers look a 
picture in the summer’. There was a framed piece of embroidery made 
by a granddaughter on the wall. The in.scription read ‘1 have got a 
SNsccthcarl — I would have no other. She’s more than all the world to 
me — Because her name is “Mother".’ The ironing board was up and 
she was about to do her daughter-in-law’s and her own ironing. 

A widower cooked and ate in a .small room at the back of the house. 
At the time of call he was just beginning his breakfast. This was a pint 
mug of tea and one piece of toast with marge. The room was untidy and 
the wallpaper peeling. There were two wooden chairs, a kitchen table 
with newspapers on top and a zinc bath hung on the back of the door. 
The china on the dres.scr obviously had not been dusted since his wife's 
death thrc*c months before. The floor was scattered with hits of rubbish 
and in a corner was a pile of jute or hemp material intended to stulf 
furniture. On the mantelpiece was an accumulation of various boxes 
of pills, bottles of medicine, bits and pieces of cotton reels and a few 
old-fashioned china vases. Under the tabic were two large enamel bowls 
full to the brim with slops. There were no photos. He had no children. 
There was no radio. 

The homes contained abundant evidence not only of the presence 
or absence of family relationships but also of the customs and 
standards of daily life. In a number of homes doormats were laid in 
parallel in the hall-way, wiiich was often curtained off from the 
kitchen. Lino, or ‘oilcloth’ as it was usually called, was the common 
form of floor-covering, upon which were laid coconut mats, and less 
often, woollen rugs or carpets. In better-off homes suites of imitation 
leather furniture, sideboards and upright pianos replaced the Wind- 
sor or cane chairs and the folding tables of the poorer homes. In 
the older houses the polished iron fireplace or kitchener with a white 
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hearth was common. The ownership of a radio was usual but not 
universal (85% of the old people had a radio, a substantial minority 
of these, about one in five, having only relay sets). One in five owned, 
or had access to, a television set in the home.^ 

The old people were visited without previous warning at all times 
of the day and year. One woman of 70 was found kneeling on the 
pavement chatting to two of her neighbours, all three scrubbing their 
front doorsteps. A man had just had a bath and two or three were 
slipping their braces over their shoulders, having just got up from a 
nap. One woman was doing her washing with a neighbour in the 
washroom shared by the occupants of five flats. Another was sooth- 
ing a tearful grandchild on her lap. A man wept copiously as he 
explained that his wife could not be seen because she had just died. 
Another widower lifted a finger three or four times during an inter- 
view when he heard a door slam. ‘That's my Rosie. That's my 
daughter now,’ but there was no sound of steps ascending the stairs. 
Rarely did a man ever open the front door to me, if there was a 
woman or girl in the home. Three people were ill in bed and invited 
me to sit at their bedside. Others were very deaf. Sometimes, after 
knocking, 1 heard the tapping of a stick for two or three minutes 
before the door opened, and another few minutes elapsed while I 
followed an aged man or woman labouring upstairs to a room on the 
first floor. 

The relationship between several husbands and wives was such 
that the interview was constantly in danger of getting out of hand. 
One man and his wife disagreed violently, the man repeatedly telling 
his wife to shut up. ‘ Leave the gentleman to me. I'm telling him all 
the answers. He doesn’t want you interrupting.’ A severe-looking 
woman attempted to squash her husband, a small, toothless man in 
baggy trousers. He said, ‘All right, if I’m not wanted I'll go into the 
kitchen’, but he returned after a while. Some women, particularly 
those in their early sixties, made it plain they would prefer me to call 
when their husband was at home. 

One wife went into her kitchen to make a cup of tea. When she 
returned she said, ‘What's he been doing, telling you the tale of the 
old iron and the pot?* A man explained what clothing he washed on 
a Monday, ‘one dickey dirt, one 'oiler, boys, 'oiler, and one pair of 
almond rocks’ (shirt, collar and socks). A widow said her husband 
had ‘done a guy’. Some people were anxious to pass on the lessons 
they had learned from life. One woman put an arm affectionately 
round my shoulders and said, ‘My son, cut your grass and you'll 

1 In 1955 a third, of all households in Bethnal Green had television sets. See 
Young, M., and Wilimott, P., op, cit., p. 117. 
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never want. . . . Chance your arm Persevere and you’ll get your 

reward.’ 

The home was often warm and convivial. One married woman was 
visited by her daughter and granddaughter. The daughter immedi- 
ately began washing up in a bowl and from her came a crackling 
stream of back-chat, cheery, ironical and humorous. Her mother 
seemed to be uncertain whether I should be treated courteously and 
seriously but her daughter’s remarks, like firecrackers, overlay any 
embarrassment she had. ‘Come on, she fancies herself really, we’ll 
give you something to put in your book. . . . Help her with the 
shopping?’ she asked with mock amusement. ‘ Don’t put those ideas 
into her head. 1 want her to keep on getting mine/ Later, hunks of 
bread pudding were taken out of a pan in the oven and were handed 
round with a cup of tea. 

Again and again people drew attention to their unimpaired facul- 
ties, to their individuality and to the compensations they recognised 
for things they had lost. One man in his late seventies said, ‘When 
people come here they think they are going to meet a tottering old 
man. But by the time Tve finished with them they've said very little, 
and I've said a lot.' This, alas, was only too true. The first interview 
lasted three-and-a-hair hours. It was impossible to keep him to the 
point. A question whether he liked reading would lead him on to 
historical studies, Queen iilizabeth the first, whether she was a virgin 
and whether red-haired women were often virgins. In the course of 
the interview he touched on how much money Tottenham Hotspur 
had in the bank, whether Gordon Richards was a real jockey, the 
iniquities of American tariffs, whether Ernest Bevin deserved the 
credit he got for his work for the dock labourers, how his father 
used to buy Russian ponies and why Kcir Hardie died of a broken 
heart. 

In any group of people selected at random from the population a 
few are so out of place, in most respects, as to be virtually unclassifi- 
ablc. One was the retired prostitute who ‘hit the road’ in the summer 
and secluded herself in one room for the winter. Another the man 
who had served prison sentences for the greater part of his life and 
who now depended on his former accomplices. Another the Russian 
emigre who spoke scarcely a word of English and had practically 
no contacts in the locality. 

Altogether there was great diversity — of people warm-hearted or 
reserved; illiterate or well-read; enthusiastic, garrulous, witty or 
disconsolate; sociable or isolated from nearly all human contact. 
Some things people had in common. They were, for instance, rarely 
self-pitying. They bore pain with surprisingly little fuss. They were 
anxious to appear straight and fair-dealing, liked a joke, were easily 
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pleased, disliked formality or affectation and were rarely content un- 
less they were of use to others and had company. This was written 
into their manner, their conversation and their homes. They thought 
of themselves, first as members of families and workgroups, as 
grandmothers, aunts or housewives, as grandfathers, uncles and 
cabinet-makers, and only second as individuals old in years. 

This brief description of the place in which the old people lived 
and of their appearance and home environment is the background to 
the following report. 
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THIS BOOK STARTI'D by asking how far in fact old people were 
isolated from family life. The first step in attempting to give an 
answer is to consider the home and its membership. To what extent 
and why do I'kl people live with their relatives? And what do they 
think of living with married children? These arc the main questions 
discussed in this chapter. 

Of the 20.1 people in Bethnal (ircen lived alone in the house- 
hold, 29",, in married pairs, 38",, with unmarried or married children 
and 8"„ with others, mostly relatives. Rather more women than men 
lived entirely alone, largely because more of them were widowed, 
but about the same proportion of both men and women lived with 
relatives. Altogether, 45",, shared a household with relatives other 
than a husband or wife. 

This proportion docs not appear to be c.xccptional. Indeed, fewer 
in Bethnal Circen seemed to live with relatives than in other parts of 
the country, but detailed comparison is obscured by the dilTcrcnt 
classifications and definitions of the living unit that have been used. 
C ensus data refer to all people over 60 and not those just of pension- 
able age. In Circat Britain as a whole, I2J'’;', aged 60 and over were 
living alone in 1951, and only a further 28 29% in married pairs.' 
Roughly four and a half million people of 60 and over, or about 
58'’,,, were living with people other than a husband or wife, nearly 
all of them with relatives. At that time, so far as the Census material 
ean be inyjrptjjle^, at ioqst 40'% of people of that age were living with 

1 Even in the conurbations oT England and Wales (Greater London, S.E. 
Lancashire, W. Midlands, W. Yorkshire, Merseyside and Tyneside) only 14% of 
people jjgcd 60 and over lived alone and 28% in married pairs (Census 1951: 
Report on Greater London and Five Other Conurbations). 
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children unmarried, married or both unmarried and married.^ If 
the single or childless are excluded, perhaps as many as 60% of those 
with surviving children were living with at least one of them. 

Conditions vary from one locality to another. According to the 
report on a field survey carried out just after the war for the Nuffield 
Foundation, 46% of people of pensionable age in the London 
boroughs of Wandsworth and St. Pancras, 53% in Oldham, 62% in 
York and 75% in mid-Rhondda, were ‘living as householders with 
their children or lodgers, or living as guests of their children.’^ In 
1947 almost 50% of old people in Wolverhampton were living with 
their children and a further 10% with other relatives.^ 

Clearly, in spite of the inexactness of available information about 
the households of old people, many live with relatives, particularly 
their children. This appears to be true even of the oldest people. A 
special analysis of the 1951 Census showed that in Bethnal Green 
45% of women over 80, compared with 43% in their sixties, lived with 
relatives other than a husband/ Much the same was true of both men 
and women interviewed in the sample inquiry, although, because of 
the small numbers in the advanced age groups, the information is 
less reliable. 

This is not to say there is no change with increasing age. As can 
be seen in Table 2, the proportion of women living entirely alone in 
the household increased from 26% to 48%. This is largely accounted 
for by the rise in the number of widows at the expense of a fall in 
the number of married women. Four in five of women over 80 were 
widows, compared with two in five of those in their sixties. An in- 
crease with age in the proportion living alone is also found in other 

* Calculated fronl Part II of the Census of 1951 : One Per Cent Sample Tables 
V.I, VI (1-8). From the Census data no more than vague estimates can be made 
of the number of old people in different types of household in 1951. Most of the 
results were analysed by age and marital status of ‘heads’ of households. The 
problems resulting from this can be illustrated by one example: Data about two 
households each comprising, say, a husband, wife, their children and a widowed 
grandmother were recorded. On the Census schedule the widowed grandmother 
in one household, A, may have been recorded as ‘head’. In B, the husband may 
have been recorded as ‘head’. In the published tables A will have been counted 
as a ‘composite household* under the heading ‘widowed or divorced females 
aged 40 and over* (the widowed grandmother counting as a Primary Family 
Unit and the husband, wife and children as a Family Nuclei within a Remainder). 
Household B will have been counted as a ‘P.F.U. household* under the heading 
‘married and aged under 40* (with the widowed grandmother listed under 
'Ancestors Not in Married Pairs*). 

2 Old People, 1947, p. 24. 

^ Sheldon, J. H., The Social Medicine of Old Age, pp. 140-145. 

^ The author is indebted to the Registrar General for his assistance in pro- 
viding the results of a special 20% sample analysis of the Bethnal Green house- 
hold schedules (see Table 63, Appendix 4). 

22 



HOME AND FAMILY 


parts of the country, though it does not affect such a large part of 
the elderly population. ^ 

TABLE 2 

Ages of Women, and Rclaiives in ‘Household 
(20°^ Sample, 1951 Census, Bethnal Green) 

^Vomen aged 


Uonien 1 icing with 

60-69 

70-79 

80 and 

Total 

No other person 

26 

37 

48 

32 

Husband only 

26 

17 

6 

21 

Unmarried child(rcn) only 

24 

23 

22 

24 

Married son (and others) 

3 

5 

4 

4 

Married daughter (and others) 

6 

5 

11 

6 

Other relatives 

10 

9 

8 

9 

Others 

5 

5 

2 

4 

Total 

100 

100 

ItX) 

100 

Number 

613 

352 

102 

1,067 


Noil Some columns of percentages in this and in other tables do not add up 
to exactly 100, due to rounding. 


Household and Dwelling 

This description of old people in terms of households cannot, how- 
ever, be accepted unreservedly as an adequate account of living 
arrangements. Relatives sometimes live in the same dwelling even 
when not in the same household. Information in reports on the 
Census and in most social surveys is about the household, meaning 
by that a number of people sleeping under the same roof and eating 
together at the same table. ^ The definition is extraordinarily difllcult 
to apply in practice. In Bethnal Green there was a single man living 
in the same flat as his widowed mother but eating all his meals out 

1 For Great Britain the Census reports do not distinguish the proportions of 
different age groups over the age of 60 living alone. The previously mentioned 
survey carried out for the Nuflic'd Foundation just after the war shows that of 
old people interviewed in Yo»ic, Wolverhampton, Oldham, mid-Rhondda, 
Wandsworth and St. Pancras 11% of the women aged 60-69, 22% aged 70-79 
and 22% aged 80 and over, were living alone. For men aged 65-69, 70-79 and 
80 or over the percentages were 4, 8 and 10 respectively. Those living in lodgings 
were not included. {Old People, op. at. pp. 140-141.) 

2 There may be two or more households in a structurally separate dwelling 
which, according to the Census definition, 'generally comprises any room or suite 
of rooms intended or used for habitation, having separate access to the street 
or to a common landing or staircase to which the public has access.* 
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A widow of 83 who lived alone said, ‘I can go to bed when I like and 
come back when I like. There’s no one to say “where’ve you been?’” 
She slapped the table with laughter at the thought of this reversal of role 
of mother and child. 

Much the same kind of thing was said by many of the people 
actually living with married children. As shown in Table 4, a majority 
of those with married children at home were against living with them 
or were uncertain about the arrangement. One married man, sharing 
his flat with his married daughter and son-in-law, was asked whether 
he thought it a good thing to live with married children. He said: 

‘No. They like to be on their own. They like to do their own cooking, 
and my youngest daughter can’t get a place. She’s been on the (housing) 
list four years but she hasn’t got a family (children) yet.’ Later his wife 
added, ‘No, although we get on marvellous, they want a place on their 
own.* 

Sometimes it was difficult to get a clear indication of the old 
person’s attitude. Children were present at a number of interviews 
and disarming remarks, such as, ‘It’s all right if you can agree all 
right’ or ‘We’ve had our little ups and downs naturally’, made it 
hard to ascertain true feelings. Another complication was that some 
old people did not regard themselves as ‘living with’ children 
although they shared their dwelling, and much of their lives, with a 
married child. One woman spent much of the day with a married 
daughter and grandchildren living in another part of the same house, 
sharing meals and housework. But evening tea was taken separately 
with their respective husbands. The old woman agreed with the 
general preference. ‘She doesn’t live in with me. You don’t want 
to be together in'the same flat. It wouldn’t be fair.’ 

TABLE 4 

Attitude to Sharing a Home with Married Children 


Old people with surviving children and 



No children 
at home 

Unmarried 
children only 

Married 
children at 

Tota 


o/ 

at home 

home 

®/ 

O/ 

In favour 

/o 

2 

/o 

4 

/o 

33 

/o 

10 

Not in favour 

98 

94 

51 

86 

Doubtful 

0 

2 

15 

4 


— 

— 

— 

— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

80 

48 

39 

167 
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Others expressed themselves in the same way: ‘It’s right to be 
independent’; ‘You need a private place’; ‘It’s nice to be near but 
not too near’; ‘Familiarity breeds contempt’ — these were the kind 
of phrases used. They held to an ideal of non-interference in the 
marriage of their children. They recognised it imposed obligations 
not only on a man and wife but on themselves. 

Old people's wish to live independently was reinforced by a deep 
attachment to their homes. It was rare for widows or widowers in 
the district to join a married son or daughter. Only three, all widows, 
had done this, and even these three had been reluctant. Others said 
they were invited but had refused to go. Home was the old armchair 
by the hearth, the creaky bedstead, the polished lino with its faded 
pattern, the sideboard with its picture gallery and the lavatory with 
its broken latch beyond the rain. It embodied a thousand memories 
and held promise of a thousand contentments. It was an extension 
of personality. To the married children it was also the reminder of 
their history and achievements— -this the chair scorched by a sparkler 
on Guy Fawkes night, this the wallpaper where you looked for 
animal shapes, that the doormat which had to be lifted at the corner 
if the door was to be shut. ‘ VVe always go over home to sec Mum on 
Sundays,’ said a mairicd daughter. Part of what the children felt for 
their parents was what they felt for the parental home. It was not 
only the place where associations with the past and long usage pro- 
vided comfort and security in old age. It was a symbol of family 
unity and tradition. 

Although war-time bombing and recent demolition had forced 
many people to move out of the borough, the old people interviewed 
had lived in the same home, on average, for 24 years. 27% had 
remained for over 40 years, as compared with only 13";, for less than 
five. The home had sometimes been in the family for more than three 
or four generations. One person in six had inherited their tenancy 
from parents. Several women said their mother's parents had lived 
in the house before their own parents. One 60-years-old woman, 
after explaining she had lived in the one house all her life, added, 
‘My mother died in this room, my father died in this room, and so 
did my grandmother.’ Both men and women frequently said that a 
younger brother or sister ' as living in the parents' old house. One 
married woman said she visited an unmarried brother and sister 
nearby. ‘Yes, wc still say we’re going “over home’’ when we go 
there, even though Mum's been dead ten years.’ 

The home stood partly for relatives known to have lived there and 
many people reported parents, aunts and uncles, brothers and sisters 
who had lived in it after their marriage. Throughout life, as changes 
took place in the family, changes had taken place in the membership 
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of the home. Such changes continued to take place in old age. Over 
a third of the sample had experienced a change in the previous three 
years. For one reason or another at least one relative had left or 
joined the home. This applied almost as much to people in their 
seventies and eighties as those in their sixties.^ 

Reasons for Living with Relatives 

The desire to be independent of a child’s marriage; the attachment 
to the home and its traditions: each of these helps to explain why 
many people preferred to go on living alone after the death of their 
husbands or wives. Why, then, in spite of this preference, did a 
substantial minority share their homes with married children? People 
do, of course, choose to share their homes or are obliged to do so 
because of housing shortages, but an independent answer is that 
certain kinds of family composition favour relatives living together. 
Variation in the size of the family and in the sex, age and marital 
status of its members produce special household and personal 
relationships for young people as well as old. Throughout this book 
attention will be called to structural variations among families as 
providing one of the chief means of insight into family life. The 
variation is certainly great. The Bethnal Green sample ranged from 
an unmarried woman who was the only child of an only child to a 
woman who had had 17 children, nearly as many as her mother’s 
18 and her husband’s mother’s 22. Many people were widowed, 
single or childless, and the age difference between old people and 
their children varied between 17 and 50 years. Such variations are, 
naturally enough, reflected in variations in household membership. 

In Bethnal Green, only children were more often found living with 
their elderly parents than other children, not so much because they 
delayed marriage as because they continued to live with their parents 
afterwards. Of those with two or more children 22^„ lived with at 
least one married child, compared with 36% of those with one 
child. Of 26 people with only one surviving child ten were living 
with them, and another nine lived within a mile. Only one of these 
was unmarried. 

Old people more often lived with married daughters than sons. Of 
the 203, 8% lived in the same dwelling with married or widowed 
sons but 11% with married or widowed daughters. As shown in 
Table 2, the Census finding was much the same. The numbers living 
with daughters rather than sons would have been greater but for 
the fact that a third of the old people had children of one sex only, 
and these tended to live more often with their married children. 

1 See Table 61, Appendix 4. 
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Relatively more widowed people than married lived with married 
children. Besides having no spouse, a number were infirm or had only 
'one surviving child. This helped to make a joint household more 
practicable. 

Mrs. Bates was almost stone deaf. She went to live with her daughter, 
an only child, on the death of her husband. Her daughter said, ‘ Naturally, 
she came to us. I used to be there with her all day. We were always to- 
gether. So naturally she came to us. . . . We get on w'ell together. To 
tell the truth I find it a help. I wouldn’t like anything to happen to her.* 

A much higher proportion of old people lived with unmarried 
than with married children. The higher number living with un- 
married children was partly the result of childbirth late in life. Of those 
with children, as many as 28% of the women, and 54% of the men, 
were 40 or over when their last child was born. The average age at 
birth of the last child was 35 for women and 39 for men. This was not 
the chief factor, however. Only one in six of the unmarried children 
had not reached the average marrying ages and over half were older 
than 35. And of those who still had at least one unmarried child at 
home many, particularly widows, were of advanced age. 

Of the 67 widows in the sample only 20 had lost their husbands 
in the previous 10 years, and 33 more than 20 years ago. Although 
both widows and their children were older on average than married 
women and their children, a slightly higher proportion of widows 
were living with unmarried children. The special Census investiga- 
tion referred to earlier showed that in 1951 27% of widows over 60 
were living with unmarried children, compared with 25",; of married 
women of that age. In the present small sample there were 1 1 widows 
in their seventies and eighties living with unmarried children, nearly 
all of them being themselves over 40 years old. While diflicult to 
confirm it seemed that if the children were in their 'teens or early 
twenties when their father died one or more of them put olf marriage 
altogether to act as a kind of substitute for the lost father,* or post- 
poned marriage till late and stayed on thereafter in the same house 
with their widowed mothers. The special responsibility for a widowed 
mother was frequently acknowledged. ‘She stayed with Mum when 
Dad died.' ‘We didn’t want to leave Mum.’ ‘He said he didn't want 
to get married. He’d rathci stay with me.’ 

A widow of 80 whose husband died young and who had just lost her 
60-years-old son said he had never married because ‘He always thought 
too much of his mother. He was always so proud of his mother. When 
he was at the hospital, they said he never talked about anyone else. 
They said they’d never heard a son talking about his mother like that. 

1 This is discussed in Cliaptcr 7. 
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He never got worried about women. I miss him, oh, how I miss him. 
We used to keep the home going. We were never apart. We always used 
to sit together in the afternoon in the two armchairs. We were always 
going out together.’ 

The facts cited in this chapter show how wrong it would be to 
assume that the household passes through three simple stages over 
the life cycle, from a first stage where there are only young parents 
and young children to a second stage of middle-aged parents and 
adolescent earners, and thence to a third stage where the old parents 
are on their own. It does not pursue a simple cycle of development 
but adjusts to the needs and facts of family relationships. As a result 
married relatives often live together, and unmarried ones join forces 
or remain with parents. We have seen that over half the old people 
lived in the same dwelling with relatives other than a spouse. At the 
highest ages more lived alone, but the proportion living with children 
remained about the same. Old people were not against living alone. 
In fact most preferred it to living with married children, because they 
could maintain their own independence and avoid imposing on the 
privacy of the children’s marriage. They made one big qualification. 
They did not mind living separately from their children, so long as 
they could live near them. Most parents mentioned this spon- 
taneously. They spoke as if the proximity of relatives meant they 
were not really living alone. 
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LIVING NEAR RELATIVES 


THR HANDICAP of living alone loses its forec when relatives live 
nearby. This is often overlooked in discussions of the circumstances 
and problems of old people. We have seen that many old people live 
with relatives. We shall now see how often relatives live nearby. 

Between them the 203 people interviewed had approximately 2,700 
relatives living within a mile. As it was not possible to obtain full 
genealogies these were mostly near-relatives, meaning relatives by 
blood or through marriage no more distant than first cousins or 
nephews and nieces and their children. Rach person had an average 
of 13 living within a mile, but the range was great, one person having 
as many as 90 and a few none at all. Only 2r„ of the old people had 
less than four within a mile but, at the other extreme, 24% had more 
than 20. Only a fifth of those living alone had no relative within a 
mile; some had more than 20. 

The Nearness of Children 

To what extent were children living near? This is clearly a vital 
question. Although many of the people in the sample married in the 
10 or 20 years before the 1914 war, less than a third had large families. 
Death had claimed a high proportion of children. Information was 
supplied altogether about 818 (discounting stillbirths), of whom 
nearly a quarter had died. A i Table 5 shows, 10%, of those who were 
married, widowed or separated had no surviving children, 35% had 
one or two and 31% had five or more. 

A strikingly large proportion — 85% of those with children--had 
a child living with them or within a mile. Over half of those not 
living with a child had one in the same street or block of flats, or 
just round the corner. The figures remained impressive even when 
unmarried children were dropped out of account. Although only a 
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TABLE 5 

Number of Surviving Children of Married and Widowed Old People 
Number of children Married and Widowed 


% 

0 10 

1 14 

2 21 

3-4 24 

5 or more 31 

Total 100 

Number 185 


quarter lived with a married child a further half had one within a 
mile. Very few people had become so separated from their children 
that none were living in or around London. These facts are shown in 
Table 6. 


TABLE 6 

Proximity of Nearest Child 


Proximity 


Same dwelling 
Within 5 minutes’ walk * 

More than 5 minutes’ walk but 
less than a mile 
East London Region t 
Elsewhere in London 
Elsewhere in Great Britain or 
abroad 


Unmarried or 
married child 

/o 

52 

25 

8 

8 

3 

4 


Married child 
only 

y 

/o 

24 

38 

12 

16 

6 

5 


Total 
Number 

* Same or next street or block. 
tThc eastern boroughs of the Administrative County of London plus the 
eastern districts of Outer London, north of the Thames, served by London 
Transport. 


100 100 

167 164 


For most people what was true of one child was true of others. 
They usually lived nearby. As shown by Table 7, just over 50% of 
all children lived within a mile. A high proportion was living in 
other parts of East and Outer London. Most had migrated to L.C.C. 
housing estates before and after the war and most were within an 
hour’s journey by bus or underground railway. Only 1 1% of the 626 
children did not live in or around London. 
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Rather more married daughters than married sons lived within a 
mile, 47% compared with 42%. How so many married children came 
to be living near, and why there were slightly more daughters, 
deserves some comment. The couple usually began their marriage 
in a home near the wife's parents. Often this happened to be near 
the husband's parents too, but whenever a choice presented itself 
the wife's parents were generally favoured. Just as the bride's mother 
was expected to play a greater role than the bridegroom's mother in 
the preparations for the marriage so she was expected to play a 
greater role thereafter. She had first claim on the married couple at 
Christmas and other festivals and later she had first claim on the 
visits of the grandchildren. The ascendancy of the wife's parents, and 
particularly her mother, was generally acknowledged by men and 
women alike. ‘ He had to go near his wife's people. It's only natural.’ 
‘At Christmas I go to my daughter's and my son goes to his wife's 
mother. She's got the right to do that, hasn't she? You couldn't 
expect him not to, could you?' ‘We don't see much of Lucy (her 
.son's wife). The last time she came up and brought Carol (her son's 
child) she screamed at me, and tried to hide behind her mother! She 
is such a quiet girl. She is shy. I suppose she sees more of her other 
grannie.’ 


TABLE 7 

Proximity of All Children 


Proximity 

Sons 

Daughters 

Sons and 


o / 

V 

daughters 

Same dwelling 

y O 

15 

23 

/o 

19 

Within a mile 

31 

31 

31 

East London Region 

30 

28 

29 

Elsewhcic in London 

12 

8 

10 

Elsewhere in Great Britain 
or abroad 

12 

11 

11 


— . 

— 

— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

314 

312 

626 


By general acknowledgement of this principle many questions of 
choice involving a wife's and a husband’s parents were settled. It was 
one rule by which two families could adjust to a marriage. Many 
daughters found a home near their mothers. If living in terraced 
cottages or blocks of flats owned by private trusts, such as the 
Guinness or Peabody Trusts and the Industrial or East End Dwell- 
ings Companies, it was the mother who approached the landlord or 
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answers to other questions on such things as care during illness, look- 
ing after grandchildren and holidays, with the occasional testimony 
of the relatives themselves and with the interviewer's direct observa- 
tion. For example, one widow who said her youngest daughter often 
sp)cnt a good part of the day with her was seen on six subsequent 
occasions: on four of these her daughter was in the house. 

Most people kept in frequent touch with their children. Table 8 
shows that two-thirds saw at least one of their daughters every day 
and nearly half one of their sons. Although 15/„ had no child within 
a mile, only 4"^ did not see at least one of their children once a week. 

TABLE 8 

Per Cent of Old People Seeing a Child, According to L'rcqiiency 

Old people seeing a 

Son DdUi^liter Son or 

dattf^lifer 

O' O' o/ 

. o , o . o 

48 67 78 

37 25 19 

15 8 4 

Total 100 100 100 

Number 137 144 167 

• Most 111 this category were seen at least twice a week. 

So far the information does not cover all their childien. How many 
of (ill the children were seen every day or every week ? When looked 
at in this way it turns out that, of the total of 626, a third were seen 
every day, nearly three-quarters once a week or more and only one 
in ten less than about once a month. The dillcrence between sons and 
daughters was marked. As Table 9 shows, 45% of daughters were 
seen daily compared with 26'*;', of sons. Nearness obviously affected 
visiting. If the children lived in the same district the old person often 
spent one or two days of each week, particularly Sundays, with them, 
quite apart from any visit the children made on other days. If the 
children lived several miles away in London suburbs or housing 
estates he or she often spent a weekend with them. And if they 
lived far outside London he or she often spent a week or more with 
them once or twice a year. Thus a widow with a daughter living a 
mile away said, ‘My grandson comes over to fetch me on Sundays 
and I stay the day with my daughter.’ Another widow with a son 
living 12 miles away said, ‘Often 1 go over on a Friday and stay until 
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Less than once a week 



LIVING NEAR RELATIVES 

Monday morning. At Whitsun I stayed four or five days.* And a 
third widow who had a son and daughter living near her said she had 
just spent a month with a son living in North Wales. ‘I scraped and 
scraped for months before July. lt*s a big fare but they wanted me 
to go.’ Even those living abroad were sometimes seen. One woman 
had two daughters in Canada. ‘They’ve each been over to see me for 
a holiday two or three times (staying a fortnight on each occasion) 
and two years ago they clubbed together for my fare and I went to 
live with the youngest one for seven months.’ 


TABLE 9 

Frequency of Children’s Contacts with Old People 


Frequency 

Sons 

Daughters 

Sons and 
daughters 

Daily 

26 

45 

36 

Not daily but at least once a week * 

42 

33 

38 

Not weekly but at least once a month 

19 

15 

17 

Not monthly but at least once a year 

9 

5 

7 

Not seen 

4 

2 

3 

Total 

KX) 

100 

100 

Number 

314 

312 

626 


* Most in this category were seen at least twice a week. 


Distance divided the children into intimates, week-enders and 
holiday companions. Children and old people meeting every day or 
nearly every day exchanged all kinds of services and helped one 
another in the daily problems of life. Children seeing their parents 
from once a month to once a week exchanged news, brought gifts, 
contributed sums of money, gave help in emergencies and generally 
reinforced their ties with parents and brothers and sisters through 
regular visiting. And those seeing least of their parents and living 
furthest away provided free holidays and maintained family unity by 
attending weddings, funerals and golden weddings. 

One common feature of the contact with children was its regu- 
larity.* Again and again, when asked how often he or she saw a 
particular child, an old person said, ‘Ivy calls every Tuesday and 
Friday’, ‘Bill comes on Saturday’, ‘Sundays I have lunch at my 
daughter’s and spend the day with her’, ‘My daughter comes every 
day on her way to work.* The individual members of the family 
relied on routine. 

1 This was shown very clearly by the diaries kept by some people. See Appen- 
dix 3. 
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Mrs. Mayhcw was a widow of 70 living alone. That morning her 
daughter-in-law had visited her. This happened six days of the week. 
Just before I left her daughter arrived (a regular call after she finished a 
part-time job). Mrs. Mayhew saw these two every day, and her son, 
who had a market stall, nearly every day. In addition to these visits 
there were the following rituals: Monday afternoon, old people’s club; 
Tuesday afternoon, tea with her son, his wife and children; Wednesday, 
visit to cinema with sister; Friday, old people’s club; Saturday, tea with 
daughter; Sunday, day with daughter. 

Two Groups of Kin 

Such routine in day-by-day activities involved other members of the 
family too. When account was taken of various relatives and not 
just children an impressive picture emerged of contacts with kin. 
The average old person saw three of his relatives once a day and 
another seven once a week. A further 19 were seen during the year. 
This is shown in Tabic 10. The total number of relatives claimed to 
be seen in the course of the year and about whom information was 
obtained was nearly 6,000. 


TABLE 10 

Average Number of Relatives Seen by Old People 


Frequency Number of 

relatives seen 

Daily * 3 

Not daily but at least once a week 7 

Not weekly but at least once a month 8 

Not monthly but at least once a year 1 1 

Total seen by the average person 29 

Total number for sample of 203 5,898 


* Relatives living in the same dwelling arc included, and counted as seen 
every day. 

Usually there were two sets of kin — the distinction between them 
being fundamental. First were tho.se relatives in the same dwelling 
or nearby who were seen regularly and frequently. This was the 
group of intimate kin, who did each other’s shopping and hou.schold 
tasks and cared for each other in illness. They included the daughters 
who came to wash and polish the floors; the sons who came to a 
midday meal from work, brought gifts and repaired broken chairs 
and hinges on doors; the grandchildren who came while their parents 
were at work, and the sisters who dropped in for an afternoon chat. 
Of all ages, from a few days to 90 years of age, they depended on 
each other for their everyday needs. 
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Second were those relatives who were seen less frequently and 
usually on ritual or holiday occasions. This was the group of recog- 
nised kin with whom there was some association in the course of 
a year. These were often brothers and sisters, nephews and nieces, 
cousins and so on living some distance away who were seen at 
funerals, weddings, birthdays and christenings and over the Christ- 
mas, Easter, Whitsun or summer holidays. A rough idea of the size 
of these two groups is gained by comparing the number of relatives 
seen at least once a week with those seen less frequently in the year. 
Table 10 shows that these numbers were, on average, 10 and 19 
respectively.* There were, of course, other recognised kin not seen 
during the year. 

In subsequent chapters we shall consider what these statistics 
mean in terms of relationships and services. This chapter has exam- 
ined the extent to which relatives, particularly children, lived near 
old people and the frequency of contact (as distinct from the function 
or intensity of contact) between the two. The analysis must not be 
interpreted baldly as stating that every old person in Bethnal Green 
was at the centre of a cluster of relatives. In the nature of things, if 
there are no children or grandchildren to replace relatives of the same 
or of ascending generations, then some families must dwindle. Of those 
interviewed 18% were single or childless and 17% had no surviving 
brothers or sisters. A few had no near relatives at all. We shall dis- 
cuss such isolated people later. Yet for the most part the evidence 
docs not support the general assumption noted in Chapter I. These 
people were not separated from their relatives. Over a half lived with 
them. Nearly all of them, including four-fifths of those living alone, 
had relatives nearby. The great majority saw a number of relatives, 
particularly their children, with impressive regularity and frequency. 
Three-quarters even of those living by themselves saw at least one 
relative every day or nearly every day; some of the others had no 
relatives. 

1 Sec Tabic 50 in Appendix 4 for the distributions around these averages. 
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THE FAMILY SYSTEM OF CARE 


THE PROXIMITY of relatives greatly afTects the way the domestic 
affairs of old people are managed and how they are looked after in 
illness and infirmity. As old people may be members of a home con' 
taining one, two or three generations of relatives the first step in 
describing the pattern of care is to sec whether we can distinguish 
between these three types of home in their functioning. 

Of the 203, 29 or 14%, lived in homes containing relatives of three 
generations. With one exception — a bachelor living with his sister’s 
daughter and her children — they all lived under the same roof with 
their children and grandchildren. To say they were living together 
does not necessarily mean that they formed part of the same house- 
hold for all purposes. Married couples in their sixties usually ate 
separately from their children and grandchildren and pursued some 
evening interests independently. Almost invariably they had separate 
kitchens. But the wives often joined forces in the day when the men 
were absent from the home. The latter were sometimes unaware of 
the extent of this. 

Mrs. Bcllicrs said she did most of her own shopping, cooking, cleaning 
and washing, although her married daughter living in the house ‘mucks 
in with lots of things, especially the washing.’ The two couples ate meals 
separately, ‘unless we’re invited upstairs’ (usually meaning week-ends). 
But there was much coming and going. While 1 was there the son-in- 
law came in and immediately had his habitual evening cup of tea with 
his parents-in-law. She said, ‘My grandson is more down here than 
upstairs. We don’t know whether he’s their son or ours.’ Later her hus- 
band expressed surprise when she said she often had her midday meal 
upstairs with her daughter and grandson and sat with them afterwards. 

The pattern was not the same for widows. They shared much more 
with their children. Fewer of them maintained separate kitchens 
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and more sat down to eat all meals with their children. The difference 
in home arrangements once a person was widowed rather than mar- 
ried was shown most clearly in one home, where the grandfather had 
died only a year previously. The married daughter, who shared the 
cooking and housework with her mother, ‘ never interfered with Mum 
while Dad was alive. We each had our own kitchen and got on with 
ourselves.’ 

Mrs. Lyons, a widow of 68, lived with her married daughter, son-in- 
law and four grandchildren. She did the cooking, bathed the baby and 
the next youngest child, and looked after the baby when her daughter 
went to collect two other children from school. Her daughter said, ‘It 
helps me really, having her. She keeps an eye on the children for me.’ 
And she added, as if her mother had a proper and rightful share in the 
children’s world, ‘My husband likes messing about in the garden. ... I 
don’t like leaving her on her own.’ The daughter did all the shopping, 
managed the household and, in partnership with her mother, attended 
to the children, besides working four hours a day as a machinist. 

Married sons and their wives, when living in the home, maintained 
more of a separate establishment than married daughters. One 
widow, for example, usually took her meals separately from her son, 
daughter-in-law and grandchildren. ‘We don’t make a habit of it.’ 
And the widow had less to do with the twin grandchildren. ‘1 don’t 
look after them. “You’ve done enough,’’ my son said. She takes the 
babies round to her sister.’ But she did not lose sight of them 
altogether. ‘Sometimes she brings the twins in here to give them their 
supper. That’s when it’s a bit cold to take them upstairs.’ 

The Two-Generatien Home 

There were 68 people, or over a third of the sample, living in two- 
generation homes. 15 lived with married or widowed children, 44 
with unmarried children and 9 with other relatives, including 
nephews, nieces and grandchildren. Illustrations will be taken from 
the first two of these three groups. 

When married children were at home but not grandchildren, the 
two generations were on the whole less dependent on each other and 
their relationships were more strained, particularly when the married 
child was a son. It seemed less easy for old people to reciprocate a 
service such as shopping or cleaning performed by their children 
when there were no small grandchildren to be watched, dressed and 
fed. They had fewer natural interests to share, and so spent more time 
on their own. 

Mrs. King was a widow of 75 living with a recently married son in a 
small council flat. Her daughter-in-law paid the rent and most bills. '1 
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turned everything over to her when she moved in. It’s only right. The 
wife has to do it.’ The daiighicr-in-Iaw did the shopping and the cooking 
at weekends. Mrs. King did the washing and prepared tea during the 
week for the young couple when they returned from work. ‘They have 
theirs in their own room and 1 have mine in my room.* At one point, in 
answer to a question as to her evening activities, she said, ‘I don’t enjoy 
myself. I keep to my room and listen to the wireless.’ She was anxious 
not to disturb the first few months of marital bliss and so prejudice her 
own delicate position in the household. 

Such examples of widows sharing a home with married sons, 
although comparatively rare, suggested that the mother’s authority 
was delegated to the younger woman and her role sometimes became 
that of a subordinate housekeeper. She tended to be divested of 
domestic power and her responsibilities were much more consciously 
(and narrowly) defined. Only in this way was harmony preserved and 
the rights and responsibilities of a wife honoured. This shows some 
of the dilficultics to be contemplated by some old people not able to 
live alone. 

We can see that married children living in both two- and three- 
generation homes had varying degrees of independence in their 
home activities. * They were more independent if both mother and 
father were present in the home and not only a mother. They were 
more independent if the parents were active rather than infirm and 
if no grandchildren were in the home. And they were more in- 
dependent if the parents in the home were parents of the husband 
and not the wife. 

When unmarried children lived with old people the situation was 
much simpler. The right of the old mother to have a controlling say 
in the home was never in doubt. Even so, the distribution of respon- 
sibilities varied according to state of health, whether the husband 
was alive, and whether the children were sons or daughters. An active 
woman in her sixties, for example, often did most of the housework. 

Mrs. Tout, an active woman of 65, allowed her husband and son to 
do little in the home. She prepared the meals, cleaned the flat, did the 
shopping and washing and many of the odd jobs. Talking of her hus- 
band she said, ‘He’s tired when he gets back and he makes a fuss if I 
ask him to. He’s never tjecn used to it. If Tm not well, of course, they do 
it. That’s the top and bottom of it.’ 

1 In a survey of London life between the wars it was said of old people, ‘It is 
remarkable that whereas many share their rooms and their meals with some 
unmarried relative, those who live with married couples almost invariably have 
separate rooms and run their establishments independently — an arrangement 
which they consider tends to preserve friendly relations.* (Smith, Sir H. L., ‘Old 
Age and Poverty The New Survey of London Life and Labour^ Vol. 3, 1 932, p. 210.) 
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When the old people were infirm or ill the unmarried children took 
a greater responsibility. 

Mr. Anchor suffered from chronic bronchitis and became breathless 
at the slightest exertion. His wife was infirm and had not left the house 
for some months. Mrs. Anchor did most of the cooking, but her single 
daughter at home did it at weekends. This daughter also did most of the 
cleaning. 'Last night she scrubbed all the place through, and tonight 
when she comes home she’ll say that perhaps she wants to do the other 
room.’ Mrs. Anchor and her daughter did most of the washing between 
them, but ‘the heavy is sent out.* As for shopping, a married daughter 
living about ten minutes’ walk away did that every day. 

Some widows living with unmarried children treated them like they 
had treated their husbands. The unmarried son, or indeed, daughter, 
having taken the place of the husband as wage-earner, was not 
expected to do much in the home. 

Mrs. Wiles cooked during the week but ‘my girl docs the cooking on 
Sunday. She says, “ I’ll make it. Mum.” We work together.’ She admitted 
her daughter did some cleaning and washing, but she tried to do most 
of it. ‘ I do the dirty. Her hands have to be kept for dressmaking. They 
have to be just so. So I always do the dirty.’ She was very much aware 
that her daughter was the breadwinner. ‘You’ve got to put yourself out 
for the one who gets the wages. They’ve got a right to a bit of peace and 
quiet in the evening. It’s a hard job and the girl gets tired.’ 

The One-Generation Home 

Just over half the old people lived in homes containing no relatives 
of any other generation: 43 were alone, 46 in married pairs, 14 with 
other relatives, mostly brothers or sisters, and the remaining three 
boarded with non-relatives. For the great majority of these people 
the management of their domestic affairs could not solely be under- 
stood by reference to their own capacities and their activities at 
home. Few of them were obliged to be self-sufficient. In the previous 
chapter we found that most people living alone in fact saw relatives 
frequently. Now we find that most received much help from them, 
not only in times of illness, but every day. 

Mrs. Tilbury, 69, lived in a small cottage with her husband. She man- 
aged most of her own household affairs but not all. ‘My daughter does 
some. She’s a bit rough and ready like me. She wanted to stop off work. 
She said she wanted to turn her job up so that she could look after me. 
But I didn’t want to stand in her light.’ The daughter worked as a wait- 
ress in the City from 10 till 3.30 p.m. and lived nearby. ‘She comes over 
here before she goes and cooks me a bit of dinner. My two grand- 
daughters come from school and have it with me.’ Mrs. Tilbury fetched 
the youngest granddaughter from school. Indeed on one call she came 
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in with the youngest granddaughter and the elder one followed later. 
Once a week when her daughter went out with her son-in-law to the 
cinema she had the two granddaughters to stay with her. She said, ‘ I 
like to make things for my grandchildren. Everything they’ve got on is 
what I made.’ If she were ill, her daughter would look after her. ‘When 
she comes in here she says, “I’m going to scrub up’’, and nothing you 
can do will stop her.’ 

Mrs. Rilk, an infirm widow in her early sixties, lived alone. A married 
daughter living nearby regularly did her cleaning and gave her meals on 
Sundays. Her shopping was done by a 13-ycar-old grandson. ‘He comes 
every morning before school.’ As for washing, another grandson ‘calls 
in when he’s on his milk round on Sunday and collects it. My daughter 
gets it done on a Monday and Charlie (the grandson) brings it back.’ 
Her grandchildren chopped firewood for her, exercised her dog and 
took her to the cinema or to the bus-stop. Her daughter collected the 
pension. But Mrs. Rilk prepared a meal for her daughter and grand- 
children six days of the week, often entertained her relatives in the 
evenings and once or twice a week she took a meal to an old lady in 
the same block of flats. 

Most people living alone considered themselves part of a family 
circle spread over neighbouring streets in Bethnal Green, or some- 
times over greater distances. 

Mrs. Hopkins, a widow in her early sixties, lived alone in a new coun- 
cil flat. She did most of her own shopping, cooking, cleaning and 
washing, although she had some help with the errands from one of her 
daughters-in-law, a grandson and one of her two sons, all of whom 
lived in an adjoining borough. In the day she looked after a grandson, 
aged six, and at midday her son came to a meal and so did her other 
son’s wife. She charged them Is. each for a meal. ‘1 wouldn't trouble to 
cook for myself. That’s why 1 like them coming.’ She spent her week-ends 
with one or other of her sons. 

Some of the people living alone or only in married pairs did not 
have children, but where they had sisters or nieces living near they 
produced similar evidence of domestic co-operation between related 
households. Childless people were not necessarily handicapped. 

Mr. and Mrs. Marshall had no children and they lived alone. The 
last time Mrs. Marshall was ill in bed one of her married nieces nearby 
looked after her, and she said she could depend in future on any one of 
at least four nieces in Bethnal Green. A large number of relatives lived 
nearby and they were seen throughout the week and at week-ends. The 
previous Saturday they had had eleven to tea. Mr. Marshall said proudly 
of his wife, ‘She’s always helping one or another of them out. She’s 
always going to one or another when they’re ill. There’s her brother who 
was living round the corner and is now in hospital, she always used to 
do his washing and give him meals every day before he went in hospital. 
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Now she goes round and cleans out his place. We’ve always helped one 
another in the family. That’s how it should be.’ 

Those with no available relatives were in the worst position. They 
were acutely conscious of what they considered to be a misfortune. 
In describing their own feelings they gave perhaps the strongest, if 
most indirect, testimony to the dependence of old people on available 
relatives of other generations. 

Miss Kabel, aged 77 and very infirm, lived with a single brother aged 
80 and a single sister aged 71. Their parents died when they were in their 
teens and they had no relatives in England. The brother had looked 
after his two sisters and he and one of the sisters used to go to work 
while the other sister looked after the home. The pattern of their lives 
had not altered until Miss Kabel and her brother retired. Her younger 
sister managed the household and they paid a cleaner 4s. for a weekly 
visit. They looked after each other in illness and had no help from 
friends or neighbours. ‘Single folks, they don’t bother with you. They’ll 
ask how you’re getting on. One even visited me in hospital. . . . But 
that’s all.’ They talked at great length of their lack of relatives and many 
remarks were of the kind, ‘How can you feel happy with no family 
behind you?’ 

Mrs. Frazier, an infirm widow of 75, lived alone in one room. Her 
husband died three years previously. They had no children and none of 
their brothers or sisters were alive. Her parents had died when she was 
a child and she had no knowledge of any aunts or uncles or cousins. ‘I 
can’t help myself.* She envied other women who had surviving children. 
‘If I’d had a couple of daughters they’d have been a help to me. If 
you’ve got children at the back of you you’re all right.’ 

Evidence of the way people’s lives were bound up with those of 
close relatives was so often forthcoming in the interviews that one is 
forced to reconsider what is meant by old people ‘living alone’. 
The concept had little value in Bethnal Green when applied only to 
the dwelling. It was wrong to consider the domestic affairs of the 
elderly in terms of the bricks and mortar of a structurally separate 
home as much for those living alone as for those living with relatives 
of two or three generations. This became clearer upon detailed 
analysis of the help received and given by people in their own homes, 
regularly and in emergencies. 

Regular Help in the Home 

Old women surrendered their household duties unwillingly. Deter- 
mination and vitality often overcame serious physical handicap; of 
139 women in the sample, only five had virtually given up playing 
any part in the ipanagement of the home, two of these being bed- 
ridden and the others infirm. Many women continued to perform 
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household tasks which put a great strain on them, occasionally 
because they felt they had no available source of help but usually 
because they felt that only in this way could they preserve their self^ 
respect and demonstrate that their lives still had a purpose. Children 
who would quite readily have assumed responsibility for all these 
tasks recognised that housework gave the mother something to live 
for and which she would be unhappy without. One woman said, ‘A 
woman’s principal part is her kitchen.’ The kitchen was the place where 
she worked, where she reared her children and entertained her close 
relatives and friends. It was, to a large extent, the symbol of her life. 
One very infirm married woman could do no housework but her 
daughter respected her need to appear useful in the household. ‘We 
(a son and herself) give our wages to Mum and she gives it to me for 
the shopping and suchlike.’ One old widow of 83 lived in the same 
house as a married son and married daughter. Her daughter-in-law 
said, ‘She’s well taken care of. 1 only wish when 1 get old 1 get looked 
after like she does. She has all of us. Loneliness is the worst thing. 
She’s never lonely. Yet she likes her independence. She likes to do her 
own cooking. There wouldn’t be anything left if she didn’t have that. 
She used to have us up in the night when she was taken bad. Her 
daughter sleeps with her door open so she can hear if Mum wants 
anything. Mum has a little hammer so she can bang on the wall 
without getting up.’ Another widow, aged 84, depended on a 
widowed daughter at home. She was able to undertake only a few 
odd jobs, such as peeling the potatoes. ‘1 don’t like the word old. I 
don’t like to be old. 1 like to be doing. 1 took after my mother. I 
can’t do anything, I’m sorry to say.’ 

Over two-thirds of the women interviewed had main charge of 
household affairs and half the remainder did something like half the 
work in the home. It is difficult to be more precise than this because 
domestic work consisted of a variety of tasks which, to a lesser or 
greater extent, were shared out among several people at home or 
nearby, depending on availability and infirmity. When these tasks 
were examined one by one, relatives were found (as Table 1 1 shows) 
to be doing most of the shopping, cleaning or washing for between 
a quarter and a third of the old people, and they were assisting a 
further proportion. But three in four of the old people or their wives 
or husbands did all their own cooking. 

As women got older and more infirm their relatives took over 
first the shopping, then the heavy cleaning and washing, and only 
in the last resort the cooking and the payment of rent and other 
regular outgoings. One service for infirm people was the collection 
of the pension from the Post Office. In the sample 163 people had a 
pension or other State benefit and 26 of them, or 16%, had this 

47 



THE FAMILY SYSTEM OF CARE 

collected by relatives. More than half those helping with home tasks 
were daughters, and most of the remainder were daughters-in-law, 
sisters and nieces. A number of neighbours, friends or employees of 
the Home Help service gave substantial help. 

TABLE 11 

Main Charge of Household Jobs 


Person doing job 

Shopping 

®/ 

Cooking 

®/ 

Cleaning 

®/ 

Washing 

V 

Self or spouse only 

/o 

41 

/o 

74 

/o 

43 

/o 

60 

Self or spouse and relatives 

23 

13 

13 

7 

Self or spouse and others 

2 

0 

4 

1 

Daughter 

21 

6 

22 

20 

Other relative 

8 

4 

8 

6 

Neighbour or other 

5 

2 

10 

5 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

203 

203 

203 

203 


Some people had help only with their shopping and others only 
with their cleaning. Table 1 1 shows the percentage being helped with 
each separate item. When the items are combined we gain a rough 
idea of the total proportion dependent upon their relatives. Al- 
together, 68% regularly had help in the management of their homes 
from relatives living with them or elsewhere; 21% had occasional 
help and 11% none. 

Regular Help for Others 

Why did so rr^ny get help? The essential answer is that they were 
members of a tightly-knit family group and as such they received 
help because they also gave or had given help in the comparatively 
recent past. 

In previous surveys the fact that old people perform services for 
others has had less attention than the fact that others perform 
services for them. What seems to be an essential principle of the daily 
renewal of an intimate bond between adult relatives is the reciproca- 
tion of services between them. Children, for example, shop for their 
old parents; the latter give them meals or look after the grandchild- 
ren. It was suggested earlier that relations in three-generation 
homes were easier than in two. Old people with no grandchildren 
may find it difficult to justify themselves to a married child at home. 
In the same way people seeing a lot of grandchildren in the locality 
may, on that account, attract more help from their children. 

What services do old people in fact perform for others? There 
are those for other people at home. Excepting individuals living 
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entirely alone, 91% of the women, and 60% of the men, performed 
at least one service every day or every week for others. Most women 
did a great deal; a few, who were very infirm, could do no more than 
share in the preparation of meals. 

Then there are services for people living outside the home, ranging 
from daily shopping and preparation of meals to such things as 
fetching a pension once a week for a blind sister. Altogether 40% 
of the women in the sample, and 14% of the men, performed at least 
one regular service for relatives not living with them. Regular services 
for neighbours or friends were undertaken by 8% of women and 2% 
of men. Besides those performed regularly there were many occa- 
sional tasks, such as shopping for a sick neighbour, looking after a 
relative’s child for a time after the death of one of the parents, or 
taking a relative to hospital. 

The care of grandchildren was one of the most important tasks of 
all. As many as 105 women and 50 men had grandchildren. Of the 
women, 66, or 63%, performed some or many regular services for at 
least one of their grandchildren, such as fetching them from school, 
giving them meals, looking after them while their parents were at 
work, or sitting in during the evenings. This is perhaps one of the 
most significant findings of the whole inquiry. Of the old men, 20% 
shared in the care of grandchildren, baby-sitting, fetching them from 
school or accompanying them on regular expeditions to the park. 
They usually did much less than grandmothers. 

Few old people took no part in helping others, only one in eight of 
the women and two in five of the men undertaking no regular domestic 
or personal services. Some of these in fact made an indirect contribu- 
tion to the welfare of others through their work, as Table 12 shows. 

TABLE 12 

Old People Performing Services for Others 



Men 

Women 

o/ 

Performing regular domestic or personal services * 
for others (including those also at work) 

Not performing regular domestic or personal 

/o 

59 

/o 

87 

services 



(i) At work 

17 

1 

(ii) Not at work 

23 

12 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

64 

139 


* Such as shopping, cleaning and preparing meals; washing the windows, 
chopping firewood; minding a grandchild, or fetching him from school; collect- 
ing a pension. Some men performed only one small service. By ‘regular’ is under- 
stood at least once a week. 

E— F.L.O.P. 
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While it is hard to find a criterion which allows exact measurement 
and comparison it is clear that in general there were almost as many 
old people helping others as were themselves being helped during 
the weekly round. This evidence compels us to look more critically 
into the assumed 'burden* of old age. We may be attaching too little 
weight to the contribution to society made by the aged and too much 
to their claims on it. 

Health of Old People and Help in Illness 

When relatives of the three generations lived in close proximity a 
balanced system of family care thus tended to evolve. It was put to 
one of its greatest tests when the old people were infirm or bed- 
ridden. A precise definition of infirmity is impossible but this investi- 
gation took account of the following: severe limitation of movement, 
difficulty with stairs and in kneeling, trouble with feet and tendency 
to giddiness and to falling. According to these criteria 42 of the old 
women in the sample, or 30%, were infirm or bedridden and 14 of 
the men, or 22%. Of the married people 7 wives who were infirm, 
and 13 who were not, had infirm husbands. For married men the num- 
bers were 5 and 10 respectively. For the whole sample 39% of the old 
people were infirm or living with a husband or wife who was infirm. 
Naturally enough, this high incidence of physical incapacity among 
the aged creates many problems and imposes strict limits on the 
ability to maintain social activities. 

Altogether 8% of the sample were confined to their homes; a further 
42% were limited in their outside movements. A third had marked 
difficulty with stairs; nearly a quarter experienced pain in the feet; 
just over a quarter had experienced a recent fall (within the previous 
few months) and a fifth, although they had not had a fall recently, 
complained of occasional or periodic giddiness. The findings are set 
out in detail in Table 62, Appendix 4. 

There was a higher incidence of each kind of disability among 
women than among men — a finding which accords with previous 
research. Relatively fewer men were house-bound, fewer had diffi- 
culty with stairs and pain in the feet, and many fewer had experienced 
a recent fall. The group of women included a substantial proportion 
in the age-range 60-64 and also included more at the advanced ages, 
because of women’s greater expectation of life, but there was still a 
broad difference between the sexes when like age-groups were 
compared. 

This difference between men and women seemed to apply to a 
number of specific ailments. Just under 10% of women complained 
of severe or marked deafness, compared with 6% of men. Women 
complained more often of arthritis and various rheumatic com- 
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plaints, men more often of bronchitis. Although the information is 
not supported by any medical observation it accords with Sheldon’s 
important finding, that whereas old men are mostly in either very 
poor or very good physical health a much higher proportion of the 
women are poor in health but have a more tenacious hold on life.^ 


TABLE 13 

Frequency with which Old People saw their Doctors 


Doctor consulted the following 

Men 

Women 

no. of times in year 

V 

/o 

o/ 

/ o 

0-3 

61 

57 

4-10 

14 

27 

over 10 

25 

16 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

64 

139 


This could be seen in the rate of medical consultations. As Table 
13 indicates, the variation among men was slightly greater (although, 
on this small sample, the difference was not statistically significant). 
On the whole the men had a better capacity for physical movement, 
yet slightly more of them saw doctors frequently and more had 
experienced a recent spell in hospital. The average old man had seen 
his doctor times in the year, the old woman just over 5 timcs.2 
43% of the men, compared with 30% of the women, as shown in 
in Table 14, had had a spell as a hospital in-patient within the pre- 
vious five years. These are high proportions and merit further 
investigation. Yet a fifth of the men and nearly two-fifths of the 
women had never (excluding confinements) spent a day in hospital. 

With increasing age both sexes saw more of doctors, as would be 
expected. A man in his sixties saw his doctor about seven times in the 
year, a woman about four. In their eighties they saw the doctor 15 
and 10 times respectively. The incidence of physical incapacity also 
increased with age. For example, about a quarter of the people in 
their sixties, compared with nearly two-thirds of people in their 
eighties, had difficulty with stairs. It was noticeable, however, that the 

1 Sheldon, J. H., op. ci7., p. 13. See also, for an account of the physical state 
of a random sample of people of pensionable age, Hobson, W., and Pemberton, 
J., The Health of the Elderly at Home, 1955. 

2 An analysis of the clinical records of eight practices in England in 1951-1952 
produced an average consultation rate of 4-6 for men and 5-8 for women over 65 
(Logan, W. P. D., General Practitioners^ Records, 1953, p. 113). Another study 
of a single practice showed a consultation rate of 8-2 for men and 9*5 for women 
over 65 (Backett, E. M., Heady, J. A., and Evans, J. C. G., ‘Studies of a General 
Practice (II): The Doctor’s Job in an Urban Area’, 1954). 
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group of men in their late seventies and eighties contained 
relatively more vigorous but also relatively more incapacitated 
people than the similar group of women. 


TABLE 14 

Period Since Last Stay in Hospital 


Years since last 

Men 

WOTTi 

an in-patient 

% 

% 

0-2 

31 

19 

3-5 

12 

11 

6 and over 

33 

34 

Never 

23 

36 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

64 

139 


All this evidence shows the heavy incidence of incapacity and ill- 
health among the sample. This fact underlies much of this report 
and partly explains why family life was so important. People were 
limited to the immediate environment of their homes and, in one 
way or another, they required some support. Half the women and 
half the men had been confined to bed because of an illness in the 
previous two years. As Table 15 shows, they relied greatly on their 
relatives for help at such times, providing meals and drinks, making 
the bed and assisting with personal toilet. Daughters were the chief 
source of help for 58% of women, other relatives (mainly sisters, 
daughters-in-law and nieces) for 26%, husbands for 10% and neigh- 
bours or friends for the remainder; 3% had no help. For men, wives 
usually were the main, and daughters the second, source of help. It 
is worth noting, however, that over a third of both men and women 
had no reserves of help. These were chiefly single and childless 
people and those, with children, who had sons but not daughters. 

Statements from all the people in the sample about sources of 
help in future illness broadly corresponded with these figures. ^ 
Reliance on daughters was very marked. Of the 144 people in the 
sample who had at least one surviving daughter 128, or 89%, 
named a daughter as a primary or secondary source of help in future 
illness. (Some of these old persons had no daughter living in London.) 

A widow living alone said her youngest married daughter was her 
main standby. ‘When I’m ill I stay here till one of them comes. I don’t 
see Bob more than once or twice in a month but if I’m not well he always 

1 See Table 57 in Appendix 4. Questions concerning illness are liable to various 
interpretation, and some of the problems involved in overcoming this are dis- 
cuss^ in Appendix 1. 
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comes.’ When she was ill last year for eleven weeks her daughter called 
every morning and evening. ‘The children were popping in all the time 
to see if everything was all right. My family does what they can.’ 

TABLE 15 

Source of Help During Recent Illness ♦ 

First Resort Second Resort 



Men 

®/ 

Women 

Men 

O/ 

Women 

V 

Husband or wife 

/o 

IS 

/o 

10 

/o 

0 

/o 

0 

Daughter 

6 

58 

44 

23 

Other relative 

13 

26 

19 

26 

Neighbour or other 

6 

3 

0 

15 

None 

0 

3 

37 

36 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

32 

69 

32 

69 

Help defined as providing 

meals and drinks, making the bed or assisting 


with personal toilet. ‘Illness’ refers only to occasions in the previous two years 
when the old person was confined to bed for at least one day. 

The Old Woman's Place 

The pattern of care was greatly influenced by the structure and 
geographical scatter of the family. If daughters were available, 
particularly the youngest, they were the ones to help. If they were 
not, then the duty passed to daughters-in-law, sisters and nieces. If 
a close female relative was not available or was herself infirm (or if 
there was a rift with the only available relative, such as a daughter- 
in-law) then the duty tended to fall on a husband, if he was still 
active. 

While some men performed valuable domestic and personal 
services for their families, this was usually when female relatives were 
not available. Men, young as well as old, rarely occupied a vital role 
in family care. The system was chiefly organised around female 
relatives. At its focal point stood the old woman. As we have seen, 
she usually retained important functions as housewife, mother and 
grandmother. In her social and occupational life she had experienced 
much less change than had the man. These differences between man 
and woman corresponded with the sharp differences in health and 
physical capacities already described. The man experienced more 
violent and unsettling changes. These were largely connected with his 
retirement from work, which we will discuss later. 

By contrast the woman was eased more gradually into an aware- 
ness of her age. Final retirement from Aer job in life rarely occurred. 
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When it did, it was usually after the relinquishment of one small 
job after another, by easy stages, over many years, until she was 
bedridden. Usually she managed the home, be it with increasing 
assistance from her daughters and other relatives. Of the 42 infirm 
women in the sample, although most received help with household 
tasks from relatives, nearly two-thirds of them retained complete 
control of the cooking and nearly half of them the washing. Two- 
thirds performed some services for others. It is hardly possible to 
ovcr-emphasise the way in which old women, even when infirm, 
continued to occupy an important place in the family. 

Mrs. Plum, a widow in her mid-sixties, was almost stone deaf. She 
complained of headaches, severe arthritis in her legs and incontinence, 
and one of her feet had to be bound with bandages each day. A married 
daughter Jiving with her said, ‘ She’s not been out for more than a month. 
She’s frightened of going out on her own. And she doesn’t like it because 
if people speak to her she doesn’t understand what they say. She gets 
embarrassed about it. She went out last Easter Sunday and that’s when 
her leg first gave way. She was up all night with the pain. I had to get a 
taxi Monday morning and take her round to the hospital (for treat- 
ment).’ Yet the widow did nearly all the cooking for the household, a lot 
of the washing and she often looked after her three grandchildren. One 
was a baby granddaughter. When the widow and daughter were asked 
who bathed the baby the widow indicated herself and rocked with 
laughter. Her daughter said, ‘ She baths the baby, nine times out of ten. 
The other night 1 took the child up to sleep and she wouldn’t go to 
sleep. I had to bring her downstairs and she took her up. I suppose she’s 
used to her putting her to bed.’ 

Mrs. Blcnkinsop was in her early sixties. She said she contracted 
pneumonia onfc winter a few years previously and the doctor was 
dumbfounded when she did not die. A year later she was found to have 
TB. ‘They took half one lung away and then they had to take the rest. 
I came out of the hospital and then I had a relapse and vomited blood 
and had to go Ijack.’ She was very thin, suffered from arthritis and 
giddiness and could not sleep. She also said her husband was ‘ not fit to 
go to work. He has to be up at 5.30 and has to use that pump for his 
asthma and take tablets, to get himself right for the day.’ Her married 
daughters came in to help with the shopping and cleaning and her 
grandchildren ran errands. But she looked after her husband during a 
recent illness and she provided a midday meal for two of her children 
and usually two or three of the grandchildren. On two later calls I found 
five and possibly seven grandchildren in her home. They were so much 
on the move it was not easy to make a count. 

Some older and more infirm women had not been able to withstand 
such a pace. To them their children were a comfort. A woman who 
was crippled andliad not left her house for ten years delighted in the 
daily visits of her son and daughter-in-law living locally. A widow 
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in her eighties had had a long spell of illness. One of her daughters 
said that six or seven of the children then called every day. Between 
them they got her shopping and gave her meals. ‘ Mary stopped there 
and nursed her. And Annie and Rose were always over there helping. 
She had a bottle of brandy every three days. We all clubbed together 
to get it. She still likes a nip, and says that’s what pulled her through. 
I have to go there, because I can’t rest.’ Another woman in her 
eighties was housebound and had just spent months in hospital. She 
was glad to be out. ‘The nurses have not got the feeling of your 
own.’ Her daughter looked after her. ‘ She used to lift me so that I 
could go to bed but that got too much for her and (pointing at an 
armchair) I sleep here.* 

Among the oldest infirm people those without children were worst 
off, particularly if they were confined to the home. 

A married man explained that his wife, in her mid-seventies, depended 
on an elderly niece for help and company while he went to work. ‘I 
don’t know what I’d do without her. I could not go to work if she 
wasn’t here. The old girl has a lot to bear and I don’t know what she 
thinks stuck up here every day. (They lived on the fourth floor of a 
tenement block and his wife had rarely left the flat in the previous four 
years.) Sometimes I come home and there she is sitting in the corner 
of the room and she doesn’t say a word. She just looks at me. She goes 
on looking at me as 1 go about getting the tea and I say, “What’s the 
matter? Are you thinking how it was years ago?’’ And then sometimes 
she will burst into tears. I don’t know how she stands it. It fair breaks 
your heart to see her hobbling about. Mind you, if I didn’t have her here 
I’d pack up and go. Thcrc’d be nothing left for me, would there?* 

Such people were in a small minority. For the majority of women 
increasing age was a gradual unwinding of the springs of life. They 
gave up part-time occupations, visits to the cinema, shopping, 
cleaning and washing, services for neighbours and associations with 
them, friendships outside the family, holidays and week-ends with 
relatives, the care of grandchildren, the provision of meals for 
children, and finally their own cooking and budgeting, one by one 
as their faculties grew dim and age took its toll. Their last refuge was 
their family. They did not want to escape from their homes, to a 
cottage in the country any more than to an institution. They wanted 
to spend their last months in their homes and among their families, 
where possessions and faces were familiar and where an unsteady 
foot was most secure. 

Their activities became adjusted to a limited routine. They went 
out little and slept longer. They bemoaned their frailty but even when 
wholly incapacitated they kept, because they were women and not 
men it was said, ‘a closer touch on things’. They knew what was 
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happening to their relatives, had a finger on the details of family 
history, and were respected and admired for their canniness and in- 
‘sight into what went on. ‘She’s a marvel, really’, said more than one 
daughter, ‘she’s got such spirit and she can still have a laugh.’ 

The Limits of Care in Illness 

The shortcomings of this system of care must not be overlooked. 
Much depends on whether or not there is a family and, if there is, 
whether help is readily available. Nearly a fifth of the old people in 
Bethnal Green were, after all, single or childless and several of the 
others .had relatives unable to help. If there were only one or two 
female relatives living at home or nearby and if they themselves had 
young children or were at work the care of the old could not always 
be properly undertaken or could be undertaken only at the cost of 
severe strain. ‘I wouldn’t expect her to. She’s had TB.’ ‘My daugh- 
ter’s got her own worries. She’s got three kiddies and her husband’s 
been off work for three weeks.’ ‘It’s such a long way for her and she 
can’t afford the fares.’ ‘My daughter’s husband has got artificial legs. 
She’s got enough to do looking after him.’ ‘He’s got his job and he 
couldn’t give that up. They’ve got to study the work.’ These remarks 
each referred to an only child. 

Two other limits to the care available to the aged are less obvious 
and arise more from the nature of family relationships than from 
family size, structure and circumstances. As we have seen, part of 
the strength of family relationships comes from individuals receiving 
and returning services. Some old people can no longer reciprocate the 
services performed for them and this seems to make them less willing 
to accept help and their relatives sometimes less willing to give it. 
Among infirm people in the sample it was noticeable that a few 
getting least help were not in a position to give anything in exchange. 
For example, a man and wife in their late seventies who were both 
infirm had little help from a married son and daughter-in-law living 
in the same house. The wife had a wheel-chair and the younger 
couple rarely volunteered to take her out. Son and daughter-in-law 
were at work in the day and their only child, a son, was on National 
Service. The old couple’s other married children and grandchildren 
no longer lived in the borough although some were seen fairly often. 
The old woman said she was happiest when she had her grand- 
children around her but ‘that wasn’t so often now’. The cause of the 
separation between the generations was, it seemed, not so much the 
infirmity of the old couple as the absence of common interests and 
responsibilities. 

The second lifiiit concerned the union between man and wife. A 
number of people who were ill or infirm were in need of bodily care, 
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such as dressing a wound, providing and emptying bed-pans and 
washing soiled linen. Some old people refused to allow anyone 
except a spouse to do such things. This was particularly true of men. 
The care of a man’s body was felt to be the prerogative of his wife 
and it was thought to be a break with propriety,^ if not vaguely in- 
cestuous, for a female relative, even a daughter, to undertake such an 
intimate task. She could do the shopping and fetch prescriptions; 
rarely, if ever, was she allowed to wash his body or make his bed. 
Some married women also preferred an infirm husband, rather than 
a daughter, to look after their personal toilet. Old widows were less 
reserved, perforce, and were often grateful for the personal services 
of a devoted daughter. The inhibitions of men who were more 
reluctant than women to accept care from daughters may be one' 
explanation why more old widowers and bachelors enter hospital in 
England and Wales than widows and spinsters, though fewer 
married old men than women.^ In sickness married men are mostly 
looked after by wives and when they do not have them it may be 
hard to find a substitute among female relatives. 

Except for the widowed, what the children could do often stopped 
short of bodily care. This was why old people often experienced 
enormous strain in caring for a spouse in a final illness. 

A widower in his mid-seventies explained that before his wife died 
two years previously she had been bedridden. Although his children 
came every day and helped with all the household chores he had 
attended to most of her personal needs. ‘1 had to sit with her for months. 
The last two or three months, her motion was coming away from her all 
the time and it was terrible, I can tell you. She wouldn’t go away to 
hospital although the doctor tried to get her to.’ 

I visited one man three times during his final illness. His single daugh- 
ter living at home and his married children who visited him frequently 
took over nearly all the shopping and cleaning from his infirm wife. But 
his wife washed him and did all the ‘messy’ jobs. He bled continuously 
from the chest. He said, ‘ Mum changes the dressing at least twice a day 
and wc wouldn’t want our daughter to do it. You couldn’t expect it. 
And his wife added, ‘It even turns my stomach sometimes seeing poor 

1 ‘Some have a high sense of decorum and of what is, and is not, proper. An 

old-age pensioner, e.g., should not be expected to nurse his still older mother- 
in-law; it would not be decent.’ (Jepheott, P., and Carter, M. P., Ihe Social 
Background of Delinquency, 1954.) . , , 

2 In 1951, 6-6% of bachelors aged 65-74 and 8-5% aged 75 and over were in 
hospital in England and Wales, compared with 18% and 5-9% of spinsters. Of 
widowers 1-8% of those aged 65-74 and 3-2% of Oiose aged 75 and over were in 
hospital, compared with 1-4% and 2-9% of widows. For married men, on the 
other hand, the relative percentages were lower, being 10 and 1*5 respectively, 
compared with 1-2 and 2-4. (Abel-Smith, B., and Titmuss, R. M., The Cost of 
the National Health Service in England and Wales, 1956, p. 140.) 
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Dad*s chest. It’s like a bit of raw meat.* She washed bloodstained sheets 
every day, lifted him on to bedpans, washed him and dressed his 
wounds, despite her own frailty. 

An infirm widow gave a long account of her husband's death, in 
which she said, *It happened all of a sudden. Jack had been strong and 
healthy all his life and he suddenly went to nothing. For over three 
months I never had any rest.* She sat with him, washed him and gave 
him his meals, though her daughter prepared them. ‘He kept talking 
about the pain in his chest in the night. One day he came in here and lay 
down on the bed with his coat on. He said, “I’m done, Nan.” I said, 
“Come on Jack, don’t get depressed.’* But we were crying our eyes 
out before the ambulance came. He wouldn’t get into the chair for them 
to take him to the ambulance. He said, “I can walk.” I was as ill as I 
could be but I told him, “ Don’t walk. Jack”, and of course I was break- 
ing my heart, but he said while he had legs he was going to use them. 
He was in hospital three weeks. Bad as I was 1 tried to get along to 
see him ’ 

When the husband or wife was dead one relative rather than 
several tended to assume responsibility for the survivor. Often this 
seemed to be understandable because no other suitable relative was 
available. The old person had one child only or one daughter only; 
other members of the family did not live nearby or were themselves 
sick or disabled; and other members of the family had young child- 
ren of their own or husbands with disabilities to look after. In par- 
ticular it seemed wholly natural for the remaining unmarried child 
at home to take on the care of a parent. When all this is said it still 
seems to be true that one person in the family was singled out to 
carry more than a fair share of the burden of care simply because 
the old person 'found a need to replace a spouse with someone in 
almost the same intimate standing. A particular child sometimes 
undertook tasks of a personal character which no other child was 
expected to undertake and which were previously borne by the hus- 
band or wife. All these reasons perhaps explain why the care of the 
old seems too often to be unequally distributed among their children. ^ 

The Strain of Illness 

Severe difficulties and strain often resulted. One measure of this was 
whether relatives had been obliged to give up paid employment. In 
the interviews there were many instances of relatives giving up work 
to care for one another during illness, for both long and short spells, 
but most instances mentioned by old people related to the past. At 
the time of first interview 14 people, or 7% of the sample, were 
causing relatives to lose time from work (only three of them from 

* Sheldon, J. H., op, dt., p. 159. 
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full-time work). This figure would have been higher but for the fact 
that five people postponed a first interview because they were ill and 
two people refused an interview altogether (or rather, relatives 
refused for them) because they were ill. The families of most people 
improvised help in ways that allowed the breadwinners to go to 
work. The wage of a single child living at home was often vital to 
the standard of life of a retired person’s household and the wage of 
a married child to that of the child’s household. In talking about help 
in illness from children a qualification repeated most often by old 
people was, ‘They’ve got to study their work.’ 

Other strains were imposed on relatives not only by the incapacity 
of the old, but also by their own disability or ill-health and by con- 
flict between, for example, their responsibilities to their children and 
those to their parents. Such difficulties were not always admitted and 
were difficult to define precisely. If by strain is meant to overtax 
mentally or physically or make excessive demands on a person’s 
resources because of efforts involved in having to work, look after 
a home, nurse someone or care for several people at once, or any 
combination of these, without sufficient help, then 13% of the old 
people were imposing strain on their relatives at the time of the 
interview. These cases could be classed as severe in 3^% and moderate 
or slight in 9^%. In addition 14% of the husbands or wives of the 
married people interviewed were experiencing strain at the time, 
classed as severe in 2% and moderate or slight in the remainder. 
How severe the strain could be is shown by the following 
example. 

A widow lived with her only daughter and grandchildren. She became 
increasingly infirm over the previous year and was no longer able to do 
anything in the home. Her daughter managed the home with the assist- 
ance of the youngest granddaughter, who was at work. She also had the 
care of a sick husband (who later had a leg amputated). The only grand- 
son was in the Army and the eldest granddaughter, who was married 
and lived nearby, was expecting a child. The daughter was now in her 
mid-fifties and she said to me when we were alone, ‘Sometimes I think 
this is getting loo much for me. With the old man at home and my 
mother, it’s as much as I can do to keep the place going. I’m getting 
that 1 can’t get up and downstairs and run about like I used to. Some- 
times I think to myself that I’d like a break, to get away from the place 
for a while. But we’ve always been home-loving people and you don’t 
like leaving anyone who’s always looked after you.’ 

When there were several children the main burden of care often 
fell on the daughter who lived nearest, but she usually had some 
support from her brothers and sisters. The following is fairly typical 
of what happened in large families. 
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Mrs. Bliss was first interviewed a year before her final illness, and 
visited briefly many times. In her late seventies, she had five surviving 
sons and four daughters, all married. All except the youngest daughter 
and youngest son were living outside the borough. These two were both 
in the same block of flats, but she and her husband lived alone. When 
first interviewed she was still fairly well. Her youngest daughter did 
much of her cleaning and washing, and during a previous illness lasting 
ten weeks had left work to look after her. Her youngest son did various 
odd jobs for her. Her remaining children, whom she saw once a week 
or once a fortnight, did no regular jobs for her, but brought gifts and 
most gave her 2s, 6d. or 5s. when they came. When Mrs. Bliss had a 
succession of strokes her doctor tried to persuade her to go to hospital. 
She was very weak indeed. She and her family pleaded against this and 
her children organised a night-watching service for several weeks. On 
several occasions I saw a makeshift bed her son had put in her room. 
Her youngest son and daughter took it in turns to sit up with her for 
about two nights in three, but the other children gave them a break the 
remaining nights of the week. All the children visited her much more 
frequently and news was passed on daily from one telephone box to 
another. The youngest daughter left her work and the youngest son 
for a time too. Between them they did all the shopping and cleaning. The 
son lifted his mother when necessary and the daughter prepared meals 
and washed her. The husband, now very infirm, attended to some per- 
sonal needs. On every visit I saw evidence-food, vases of flowers, sheets 
and blankets — of the devotion of her family. 

Old people themselves were sometimes under considerable strain 
in caring for their husbands or wives or other relatives. In the care 
of their spouse 22% of the married people were experiencing strain 
at the time of the interview (6% severe and the rest moderate or 
slight). In the care of relatives other than a spouse, usually children 
or grandchildren, a few of whom were crippled or mentally defective, 
12% experienced strain, none of it severe, however.^ 

We started this chapter by examining the three types of family 
home, three, two and one generation, as a first step in finding how 
domestic affairs and illness were managed in old age. We found that 
one person in one dwelling was rarely living alone in any real sense. 
The domestic unit was generally spread over two or more house- 
holds in proximity. We found old people getting a great deal of help, 
regularly and in emergencies, from their female relatives, particu- 
larly their daughters, living nearby. The remarkable thing was how 
often this help was reciprocated — through the provision of meals, the 
care of grandchildren and in other ways. The traffic was not all one 
way. This exchange of services seemed to be an essential feature of 

1 A fuller discussibn of the strains imposed on relatives and old people in the 
management of illness will be found in Sheldon, op, c/r., pp. 164-185. 
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the relationship between the generations; this is one of the main 
conclusions of the book. The family system of care was mainly 
organised around female relatives, with an old grandmother at its 
centre. To find that there were limits to what it could do for old 
people, that it sometimes produced strain and that a minority of 
people fell outside its scope, simply because they had few or no sur- 
viving relatives, modifies, but docs not alter, this conclusion. 
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VI 


MAN AND WIFE AND THE HOME 
ECONOMY 


THE FAMILY SYSTEM of care in Bethnal Green usually extended 
over two or more households. The system of exchange was limited 
more often to the household in which old people were living. The 
financial relationship between man and wife and parent and child 
at home was crucial. Even so, there were important exchanges of 
money and gifts between people in one home and those in another. 
Many old people had financial help from children living elsewhere 
and the day-to-day provision of meals and care of grandchildren led 
to many exchanges of money and goods in kind. These various finan- 
cial arrangements, symbolising, as they do, other relationships 
within the family, particularly that between husband and wife, are 
the subject of this chapter. The standard of living of old people and 
pensions, national assistance and the last wage before retirement will 
be discussed later. 

Altogether, 61% of the people jn the sample lived in households 
where the economy depended on, or was assisted by, regular con- 
tributions from relatives living at home or elsewhere. The figure 
becomes 75% if regular help in kind is included as well as monetary 
contributions. These contributions were of three general sorts. 
First were the payments of board money by single or married children 
and other relatives living in the same household towards its upkeep. 
Second were the sums or gifts given to old people by relatives, 
usually married children, living elsewhere. Third were the payments, 
in money or in kind, for services performed by old people, such as 
meals for married children and the care of grandchildren. 

Board money 

The most important was board money. Altogether 45% of the old 
people received board money from relatives and others. 
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TABLE 16 

Old People Receiving Board Money from Others in the Home * 

Others at home contributing Old people 
board money % 


Single children 

27 

Married children 

11 

Other relatives 

8 

Others 

1 

None 

55 

Total 

loot 

Number 

203 


* Including, for convenience, a few cases where the old person himself con- 
tributed to the housekeeping, but shared in the economy. 

t The total is slightly less than the sum of individual categories, because in 
three households both single and married children contributed. 

Payments by unmarried children living at home varied from 25s. to 
£4; £2 or £2 10.y. were the figures most frequently mentioned and the 
average was just under £2. Some children had meals out and con- 
tributed little. Others paid for shopping and all kinds of incidentals 
as well as making a weekly contribution. Sons tended to pay more 
than daughters, the reasons for this being threefold. Daughters often 
gave domestic help and so contributed more ‘in kind’; daughters 
were felt to need a larger sum for clothes or ‘ bottom-drawer’ savings 
for marriage; and daughters earned less on average than sons. 

Mrs. Clay, whose husband had retired, had SOj. each from her two 
unmarried daughters. They sometimes gave her more and frequently 
brought home cakes or fruit and other things they paid for themselves. 
At Christmas they had ordered a television set for the home and were 
paying the weekly instalments for it. 

Mrs. Flamm, whose husband was still at work, received 30 j. from an 
unmarried daughter, £2 from her son and 25s. from her youngest 
daughter, ‘I don’t take much from the youngest. She’s got her clothes 
to buy. I give her 2s. back each day (towards fares).’ And her eldest 
daughter was getting ‘married this year so she’s got to save up for that. 
The wedding will cost a lot. There’s fifty on her side of the family, not 
counting her husband’s.’ 

Grown-up grandchildren, single brothers and sisters and nieces 
who sometimes lived in the home paid roughly the same as un- 
married children. A single sister and a niece living with a widow, for 
example, added £2 each to her pension of £2. Married children, 
however, often kept their finances indep)endent of their parents. 
Of the 39 people living with married or widowed children 22 shared 
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housekeeping money in part or in full. A young married couple 
usually gave about £4-£5 to the mother, but the amount was not 
always fixed. 

Mrs. Dyke had about £4 from her married daughter at home, but she 
found it difficult to give an exact sum. ‘When me and my daughter go 
up the road (to the market) she always gets the shopping when I haven’t 
any money. She buys anything I want. It’s like that, isn’t it?” she asked 
of her daughter, who was present. The latter nodded and said, ‘Oh yes, 
we always mix in.’ 

The sums given for board money often appeared to be small. An 
unmarried child was normally expected to contribute no more than 
a bare minimum to the mother, so that he or she had enough money 
left for teen-age pursuits, courting and preparations for marriage. 
But when the parents retired the contribution was increased or 
supplemented by gifts. While it was hard to determine how far old 
people benefited personally from the board money paid to them by 
their children it seemed that retired people, unlike those who were 
still at work, often benefited considerably, particularly if they were 
widowed and living with married children. 

Contributions from those Living Outside the Home 

Money or gifts given by married relatives living elsewhere, usually 
children, made up a second kind of help regularly received by old 
people. Such contributions varied greatly in size and nature. Few 
people still at work received money from their children living else- 
where, though the mother often received presents from her sons. And 
those with children at home did not usually have money from other 
children too*: they could maintain a reasonable standard of living 
without help. But retired people, particularly when living alone, 
usually accepted help from their children as a matter of course. 

Mr. and Mrs. Angel lived on their own near four of their six married 
children. Although not yet retired Mr. Angel had been off work for seven 
months because of illness. His firm continued to pay him a small allow- 
ance in addition to £2 12 j. sickness benefit. Income from their children 
varied from IO 5 . to 20 j. a week and Mrs. Angel emphasised this would 
increase if her husband’s firm stopped its allowance. Of the children she 
said, ‘They’re very good. One will come in and give me Is. 6d. or 5s, 
Another puts 25. in the gas and they bring round a box of chocolates. 
They’d all help me out if I was in trouble. It would be their duty, just 
like we did for our parents.’ 

Occasionally a fairly large sum was given by children not living 
at home. One widow said she had £1 a week from each of three 
children. But usually the amounts were small, and not always 
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regular: 2s, 6d,, 5s, or IO 5 . a week from two or three married children 
were the amounts most often specified. Widows often made remarks 
such as, ‘He’s a good boy, he is. He gives me 5s, every week.’ ‘My 
daughter gives me 10.s. She told me once, “That’s what I go to work 
for, Mum.’” Children living some distance away and seen every 
month or so occasionally gave £1 or £2. A married man said of his 
son living in Surrey, ‘When we go on holiday he always sends us a 
fiver.’ A widower said he had no regular income from his children 
but could count on them for support from time to time. One would 
give him £1, and if he dropped a hint he needed a pair of boots, all 
of them would have a whip round. ‘They club together whenever I 
need anything.’ There were instances of old people being subsidised 
members of family loan clubs. One widow said her son paid 4^:. a 
week for her eight shares. There were also instances of money given 
by more distant relatives. A widow without children said a nephew 
and niece living nearby dropped a couple of shillings into her hand 
once or twice a month. In addition to money, there were gifts in 
kind, ranging from fish brought regularly by sons working in the 
fish market and vegetables by sons working as market porters to 
the remains of a family joint. 

It was not possible to exhaust information about the various kinds 
of help received and sometimes old people preferred to generalise, 
‘My children are good to me’, rather than make specific statements. 
The main question was to establish whether they received money or 
gifts regularly from relatives, particularly when living alone. Table 
17 shows how many of those living alone received such help. The 
money value of services performed by relatives, such as shopping, 
window cleaning and washing is ignored. The table should be inter- 
preted with two cautions: a few people may not have disclosed 
monetary help, and, of the sums stated, many were not large, as the 
above examples testify. Nearly half the old people living alone, who 
did not depend on a working wage, received regular sums of money 

TABLE 17 

Old People Living Alone and Receiving Regular Sums of 


Money or Help in Kind from 

Relatives 

Nature of regular help 

Old people 

Non-earning old 

from relatives 

living alone 

people living alone 

Money (and help in kind) 

17 (40%) 

16 (47%) 

No money but help in kind 

12 (28%) 

10 (29%) 

None 

14 (33%) 

8 (24%) 

Total 

43 (100%) 

34 (100%) 

F— F.L.O.P. 
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from relatives, mostly children, and nearly a third more received 
regular help in kind. Less than a quarter had no regular help, and a 
number of these people were childless and had no relatives living 
near. 

There were few open complaints from the retired people who did 
not receive any money from children. References were made to sons 
and daughters who could not afford to give them money because 
they had young children or were ill or unemployed. Although an old 
person sometimes seemed to be protecting a child from outside 
criticism it was apparent that a good deal of information about 
family life had to be obtained before one could be sure that a child 
was indifferent to the financial needs of his parents. 

A widow at first said she had no help from her children. ‘I’d sooner 
go without than ask. They shouldn’t need to be asked, should they?’ 
A son lived outside London and a daughter in the next street. It turned 
out she had just spent a month at her son’s home, at his expense, and 
apart from staying with him from time to time in the year he had helped 
her buy clothing and linen recently. It also turned out her daughter’s 
husband had artificial legs and lived for frequent spells on sickness 
benefit. Later, when asked, ‘ Do you get as much help as you think you 
should?’ the widow replied, ‘I don’t sec how they can help me. They 
can’t give anything. They haven’t got anything.’ 

A married woman had two married sons. ‘When the married ones 
have got children they’ve not got the means to help you. They decorate 
the place out or do my repairs. But my son in Dolcis Street, he’s got 
three young children and when he gets home from work he goes out 
giving out library books. He does that three nights a week. So you can 
see if he does that (to get extra money) he hasn’t got anything left over 
to give his parents.’ 

In talking of children’s contributions some people drew attention 
to the ‘ freedom’ of married sons. They remarked that sons were more 
likely than daughters to give money. One woman said a married 
son gave her 4.?. every week and another son 2s. 6d. Her married 
daughter used to give her 3s. 6d. but no longer docs so. ‘It’s difficult 
for the daughters, as it’s their husband’s money. The sons still give 
me money because they’re more free.’ Many wives and husbands 
were not aware of exchanges of money and gifts between married 
child and parent. When they were, they sometimes objected. A 
married woman said her two married sons sometimes put £1 in her 
hand, but ‘their wives don’t like that’. 

Payments for Family Services 

Many old people received payments, in money or kind, for the ser- 
vices they performed, such as preparing meals or minding grand- 
children. Rarely did it appear that any profit was gained. A widow 

66 



MAN AND WIFE AND THE HOME ECONOMY 

received £1 a week from her daughter for giving a grandchild his 
midday meal and tea five days of the week. Another received about 
2s. a day from each of two relatives for their dinners. A single woman 
visited an infirm married sister several evenings of the week and at 
week-ends to help her with the housework and cooking; in return 
she had most of her meals there. These were characteristic examples. 

As a result transfers of income within the families of old people 
were sometimes extremely complex. Such transfers could not be 
subjected to minute scrutiny but data suggested that principles by 
which household budgets of elderly people arc normally collected 
and evaluated may require rc-examination. For example, a widow 
lived in one house with her two married daughters, and had a house- 
keeping allowance from the youngest of them, while the eldest 
contributed to the rent. The youngest daughter's allowance was 
roughly £4 for herself, husband and child, and in addition she paid 
her mother between 10.?. and £1 for looking after the child. Some- 
times the widow had a meal with her eldest daughter. A nephew was 
given a bed in the house four nights of the week and the nephew’s 
mother paid 10.?. in addition to the sum he paid for meals. Two 
married sons living nearby gave the widow a few shillings each week 
and she had meals in their homes at week-ends. She quoted instances 
of one or the other of her family paying for an oil stove, a dress and 
club subscriptions. 

Finances of Man and Wife 

Close relatives, therefore, often played an important role in the 
financial affairs of old people. But the pattern of financial behaviour 
in the family depended most on the economic relationship between 
man and wife. This is a difficult and tangled subject but one which is 
important to an understanding of family life. 

In the entire sample 45 people, or 23%, were husbands still 
working or women whose husbands were still doing so. They largely 
depended on a working wage. The average man earned £6 16.s'.i This 
average was rather low, partly because the information was faulty, 
overtime earnings and bonuses being rarely included. In any event, 
one would expect the average to be lower than for other men because 
some men had in later life taken jobs, such as lavatory attendants, 
at a low wage of about £4 a week. Only a few men earned £10 or 
more. The housewife was given an average of £4 8.y., so that about 

1 The information was usually supplied only when the men could be inter- 
viewed alone. A few of them, even after several visits, could not be seen alone or 
would not give the information. In such cases (10 out of the 45) an approximate 
figure was gained by reference to the earnings of men in similar jobs in the 
district. 
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two-thirds of the man’s wage went to his wife as housekeeping 
money. 1 

Married people revealed the true state of their financial affairs, 
if at all, only when they could be questioned separately. Few wives 
knew what their husbands earned^; many did not think they had a 
right to know. Of the 45 wives 7 said they knew how much the 
husband earned, 27 said they did not. For the remaining 1 1 it was 
not possible to ascertain the facts, usually because the wife was not 
alone for any part of the interview or interviews. 

Mrs. Tubbly was asked her husband's wage now he had taken a less 
well-paid job, but she answered with a laugh, ‘I've never known his 
money. He’s a very quiet man. I couldn't tell you that. He gives me £5 
for the housekeeping.’ 

Mr. Perrier said, ‘1 don’t think a wife ought to know her husband’s 
earnings. If she's got a good living wage for the house she's got nothing 
to grumble about.’ 

Mr. Snape told me his earnings and savings when his wife was not 
in the room and he was most anxious that this information should be 
treated as private. Two or three times he repeated, ‘This is between you 
and me.’ 

The wife regularly received a round sum as housekeeping money, 
£4, £4 10^. and £5 being the sums most frequently stated. To this 
she added any earnings or pension of her own, or board money from 
her children. She regarded the housekeeping allowance as her 
money. Her claim on this sum was thought of in distinctly personal 
terms. There were many references to ‘his money’, ‘her money’ and 
‘what a wife does with her money is her affair.’ A widow said in 
answer to a question about her husband’s insurance, ‘ Well, my hus- 
band was a man and I was a woman. I never knew what he earned or 
whether he was insured (by his parents).’ 

This division of the wage into two parts and the personal, rather 
than joint, claim over each part allowed man and wife to spend their 
money separately, with relatively little consultation about day-to- 
day expenditure. The wife paid the rent, insurances and fuel bills 
and bought all the food and household sundries for the home. She 
also set aside regular amounts for clothing, loan and Christmas clubs. 
Husbands for their part often did not know how housekeeping 
money was spent. This was evident from the number of married 
men interviewed who had to turn to their wives for information 

1 For a general study of the housewife's share of the wage see Madge, C., War- 
time Pattern of Saving and Spending , 1943. 

2 This seems to be true in many other parts of the country. See Young, M., 
* Distribution of Income Within the Family*, 1952, for a review of research 
findings in various areas. 
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about rent, insurances and sums spent on coal. One wife, for example, 
said, ‘If you asked him how much he was insured for he wouldn’t 
be able to tell you.’ 

Wives had little scope for manoeuvre in their budgeting. Their 
expenditure was mostly determined in advance. After paying fixed 
amounts for rent, insurances, fuel and clubs nearly all the remainder 
of the housekeeping money had to be reserved for food and house- 
hold goods. A ‘good’ housewife was economical and careful and, as 
she often had to make do with a small sum, she knew the value of 
weekly repayments for all those items, such as clothing and bed- 
linen, which she could never buy with one week's money. 

Mrs. Kreddick was visited every week by a clothing tallyman. ‘Tve 
dealt with him for 38 years and his father and grandfather before him. 
I’ve always got my boots and shoes through him and now 1 get things 
for the grandchildren. I’m getting some blankets for my granddaughter 
when she gets married. It all comes out of the housekeeping — two or 
three shillings a week.’ 

Careless or bad budgeting was sometimes referred to in the same 
breath as the wife’s ignorance of the husband’s wage. One remark 
was made spontaneously by a number of wives, particularly when 
husbands were present. ‘ I’ve never got into debt’ or ‘ I've never owed 
a penny.’ They regarded this as the test ol their efficiency in the role 
of housekeeper, which justified their husband’s confidence in them. 

Mrs. Blake, justifying husbands who concealed their wage from their 
wives, said, ‘Some men are greedy towards a woman, and some arc 
jealous. A woman should know near enough, but some women get 
themselves into debt.’ 

There is in this example a hint of competition between man and 
wife for the available wage. Some people certainly looked at it in 
these terms. A married daughter said of husbands in general. They 
give you all you can get. You’ve got to put up with it. Some remarked 
that quarrels and fights between man and wile, bundles as they 
were called, were more frequent a generation or two ago when house- 
keeping money was relatively smaller and less regular, but that 
arguments still arose. 

The wife’s ignorance of the husband’s wage was often equalled 
by his ignorance of what her children gave her. When one man was 
asked how much his two daughters paid in board money he said, 
‘They give it to Mum. I don’t even know how much they give her.’ 
Women spoke of financial arrangements between themselves and 
their children as though the husband was not a party to them at all. 
A few couples who were interviewed together were very evasive 
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about their respective incomes. (An example is provided by Interview 
Report 1 in Appendix 2.) 

The husband’s share of the wage was more than pocket money. 
He spent it on fares to work, midday meals (though the money for 
this was sometimes returned to him by his wife), Trade Union sub- 
scriptions, haircuts, his own clothes, tobacco, drink and betting, 
and usually he provided the cash for family entertainments, holidays 
and some household goods, such as a carpet, a new strip of lino, 
linen or a radio or television set. 

Mr. Agnew bought his own clothes and lunches and paid his fares. 
When he and his wife went out together he paid for everything. His 
wife laughed when 1 asked whether she ever contributed on such 
occasions. ‘Oh, no. When we go out he treats me. That’s what we have 
him for.’ 

To some extent the husband was looked on as the family banker. A 
few wives mentioned that if they ran short of money in the middle of 
the week they could ask their husbands for extra. ‘He’ll leave a 
few shillings on the mantelpiece.’ ‘Even with £5 or £6 a week a 
wife is sometimes singing “Do not forget me” on a Tuesday.’ One 
wife showed me the new lino and curtains in her flat. ‘I don’t know 
where Dad found the money, but he found it.’ Some men undoubt- 
edly saved ‘for a rainy day’. 

When the husband retired his wife was no longer mainly dependent 
on him for her housekeeping money. Hers became the presiding 
financial influence in the household. His share of the total income 
was cut to a few shillings. Generally he kept, or his wife returned to 
him, from 2s, fid. to 5s. of his pension. This was enough only for a 
haircut and a few cigarettes or a little tobacco, and perhaps one 
week-end drink in the pub. Only when he had another source of 
income, such as a pension from his former employment, was his 
income anything like maintained. 

Mrs. Spanner said, in an aside when her husband had left the room, 
‘All the money goes on the table. He has 40 j. I have 25 j. He gives me 
37s. 6d. and I let him have 2s. 6d. Well, I’ve got to do that. He has to have 
a bit of tobacco, doesn’t he?’ 

Mr. Ketch had a non-contributory old age pension of 26^. and a 
pension of £2 a week from his former employers, a local hospital. 
He gave his wife £2 10.y. of his total income of £3 6.y. 

Of great interest was the personal interpretation of the retired 
person’s claim on a pension. When couples were asked the exact 
amount of their retirement pensions they never stated the total 
amount, but first the man’s and then the wife’s pension. ‘I get £2. 
My wife has 2Ss.* This was her money, that was his. This was under- 
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lined in a few revealing cases where the couple were dependent, not 
on a retirement pension, but on sickness benefit. The wife thought 
it was her husband's money. When one woman was asked whether 
she or her husband collected the sickness benefit from the post office 
she said, ‘My husband, of course, that’s his money.’ Unlike the 
pension, for which separate pension books are issued for man and 
wife, the sickness benefit for a man and his dependants is issued on 
production of a single cash voucher. 

The personal interpretation of the claim on the pension was evi- 
dent from what married people said about collecting it each week. 
Of 66 married people interviewed where both man and wife received 
a pension 27, or over 40%, said the pension was collected by each 
partner of the marriage independently, or by both together. Con- 
sidering that in most of the remaining cases either the man or his 
wife or both were infirm and were unable to walk easily to the post 
office, this proportion was very high. One man said, ‘Wc go to the 
Post Office together and I give in the books. Then 1 stand back and 
let her take the money. I see that I get the books back. There’s the 
cashier in the family,’ he added, nodding towards his wife. 

Segregation in Role 

After retirement, as well as before, an attempt was made to divide 
personal income into the part that belonged to the husband and the 
part that belonged to the wife. The outlay of housekeeping money 
was still the wife’s responsibility. To a large extent the traditions of 
working life were preserved. A tradition of segregation between man 
and wife in their financial roles had been built up and was not easy 
to lose. The division of income, and a relative unav/areness of the 
other’s income and expenditure was closely related to, and partly 
explained by, their roles in home and family. 

The working husband often had, as breadwinner and as nominal 
head of the household, considerable authority. He was consulted 
over any official form-filling, and many crucial decisions affecting 
home or family, such as a housing application, a visit to hospital or 
the date and period of a holiday, had, in the final analysis, either 
to be taken by him or, at least, taken with his consent. This must not 
be forgotten. But he had little to do with domestic affairs before 
retirement, and not much more afterwards. ‘I’m finished when I 
come home from work.’ ‘He just sits down and reads the papers. He 
puts his feet up on the sofa. I don’t ask him to do anything.’ ‘My 
husband doesn’t do a hand’s turn. He doesn’t even clean the win- 
dows. He only did that in the first year of our marriage.’ Such 
remarks were common. In some homes, indeed, the wives implied 
that their husbands had the privileges of an hotel guest. 
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When interviewed alone some housewives may have exaggerated 
how little their husbands helped them but if the subject arose when 
both man and wife were present the picture that emerged was only 
slightly less sharp. One woman said, ‘Well, you see, there’s no need 
for him to do anything because by the time he gets home there’s 
nothing left for him to do.’ Another squarely faced her husband, 
‘I’ve never had no help yet but I expect I’ll have to have some later 
on.’ A third, like so many people in Bethnal Green, thought that the 
young generation of husbands gave more help to their wives than 
the old. Giving her husband side-glances she said, ‘ I know that they 
do, these young fellows, according to my own.’ 

Of course it would be wrong to give the impression that the 
older man was completely idle in the home, for sometimes he did 
minor household tasks, like lighting the fire or making a cup of tea 
and he often grew flowers or did repairs in the backyard or garden. 
Sometimes he did much more, such as shopping or cleaning windows, 
but this was usually when the wife was infirm and no close relatives 
were available. This qualification is important, for it appeared to hold 
in retirement as well as before. There seemed to be little change in 
the proportion of men helping in the home after retirement from 
work. 

When female relatives lived at home or nearby the husband, 
whether retired or not, had a limited domestic role. Sometimes no 
domestic job was acknowledged to be his. But when female relatives 
were not available he tended to give more help. Table 1 8 gives a crude 
measure of this. It refers to married men and the husbands of married 
women in the sample, and distinguishes the men still at work. It 
shows that when daughters lived at home or nearby significantly 
fewer men helped their wives in the home. 

This fact has wide implications. It suggests that a division of 
labour between man and wife was not simply a matter of personal 
adjustment. The particular form of their relationship was greatly 
influenced by the proximity of female relatives, especially married 
daughters. Because she shared so much of daily life with children 
and grandchildren the grandmother did fewer things jointly with her 
husband. In the first place she shared the domestic round with them 
in the day-time when her husband was at work. Second, even in the 
evenings the couple spent little time on their own, either because 
relatives lived with them or paid them visits. Third, man and wife 
often went their own separate ways in their leisure-time. Men spoke 
of going to pubs, sports grounds and clubs with brothers or work- 
mates; women of going on holiday, to the pictures and to clubs with 
daughters or sisters. ‘ We don’t go out much at all together. He likes a 
drink but it doesn’t appeal to me, and then he’s got his work.’ Visits 
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TABLE 18 

Husbands’ Help in the Home, by the Availability of Daughters 


Help in the home * 

All husbands 
Husband helping 
Husband not helping 

Total number 

Husbands at work 
Husband helping 
Husband not helping 

Total number 


Daughters at home or 
within 5 mins, walk 


At least one 

None 

15 

31 

34 

18 

49 

49 

4 

15 

16 

10 

20 

25 


* ‘Help in the home’ is defined as the acknowledged performance, daily or at 
least once a week, of at least one domestic task, such as shopping, washing up. 
cleaning windows, making the fire. Hobbies, gardening and occasional repair 
jobs, such as mending a door-hinge or an electric fuse, arc excluded. Some men 
counted as ‘helping’ had only one small job. 


were made singly to some married relatives, particularly brothers or 
sisters. Even when retired a husband or wife often, though not always, 
continued to have separate interests and activities. Segregation of the 
sexes was particularly noticeable in old people’s clubs or on outings 
organised by pubs and clubs. The following example illustrates 
several of these points. 

Mr. Cowell retired three years previously. As he had worked beyond 
the pensionable age he received a pension of 37.v. 6</. (This was when he 
was first interviewed in 1954.) ‘Thirty-seven and sixpence. It’s a lousy 
sum to give her.’ His wife returned him a few shillings. She did most of 
the shopping, cleaning and washing, with the assistance of a single 
daughter. ‘I don’t do much in the house. If I do a job it’s never done 
satisfactory and they do it again. The daughter is even more precise than 
her mother,’ he said, as if that were scarcely possible. His wife worked 
part-time and was an active member of two clubs. She saw much more of 
their relatives. He played little part in her activities. They went separately 
to the pictures and she met a sister every afternoon, leaving her husband 
to sit by himself or go for a walk. She also visited and stayed frequently 
at week-ends with their only married child, a daughter living some miles 
away. He rarely accompanied her. 

When husband and wife shared as little of life as this, friction was 
likely to arise between them. A number of women admitted greater 

73 



MAN AND WIFE AND THE HOME ECONOMY 

loyalty to their married children than to their husbands. One said, 
‘Some wives put their husbands first, but I, now. I’ve always been 
the other way. I’m all for the children, and I leave my husband to 
himself.’ Others made it clear they did not want the man’s retire- 
ment to interrupt their daily routine. One woman’s daughter said, 
^ She wouldn’t want him to (retire). She couldn’t stand him here all 
day. She wants him out of the way.’ A number of other wives were 
scornful or critical of their husbands and sided with their children 
in arguments. Occasionally, a husband was ridiculed by his wife and 
her children even when he was present. In contrast, only one wife 
was ridiculed by her husband and no example was encountered of 
children criticising the mother publicly. 

Asked whether man and wife seemed to get closer together as they 
got older Mrs. Wenton said, ‘No. Me and my hubby don’t get on well. 
If he’s sitting at the table, and I ask him to pour me out a cup of tea he 
says he won’t, and that irritates me. He’s never been a man for helping 
in the house. And now that I can’t do things he creates because I can’t. 
He goes on at me.’ She spoke fondly of her daily relationship with her 
two married daughters and their children and said she spent most of 
her evenings with them, her husband going off to meet friends. 

Mr. Blazes showed me with pride a framed certificate acknowledging 
his service for the borough council. While he was showing me this his 
wife and son nudged each other behind his back and winked at one 
another. The wife went purple with suppressed laughter. ‘He used to 
have it hanging over his bed.’ 

% 

The husband did not have a full awareness of the extent and 
depth of his wife’s associations with married children, grandchildren 
and other relatives. And she did not fully comprehend his need to 
maintain his standing among workmates and friends and visit the 
remaining members of his family of origin. Possibly each may not 
have understood the other’s responsibilities and activities outside 
the marriage and each may have recognised the need not to draw 
too much attention to them. 

Retirement produced frustrations in men, because they could not 
fill in their time and because they felt they were useless, and it also 
produced frustrations in women, because they had been used to a 
larger income and to a daily routine without interference from the 
husband. Friction could not always be dispelled by a new formula- 
tion of the division of occupations. A wife said of her retired husband, 
‘It’s different with him at home. Because he’s at home he wonders 
what you’re doing. Before that he wasn’t here and you could get on 
with things. Now he’s asking you what you’re doing this for and 
what you’re doing that for.’ 

Excluding minor frictions, six of the married women whose hus- 
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bands had retired, or one in five, revealed marked hostility in their 
marital relationships. 

Mrs. Bassy was in her late sixties. Her husband had been a cabinet- 
maker and he retired two years previously after a spell in hospital. She 
said he hadn’t been the same since. ‘We don’t sleep together, we don’t. 
He has his room and I have mine. He hasn't spoken to me for more 
than a fortnight. He’s often like that and all over nothing. Even when 
he is on speaking terms he’s no company. He sits reading his papers 
and goes out at night with his pals. It’s no life at all. There’s nothing 
for me to stop here, with a fidgety man about the place like that. He 
can’t let nothing be.’ When I had called for the interview the husband 
had opened the door, knocked on the door of a front room occupied 
by his wife and had then retreated, without a word, into the depths 
of the house. Mrs. Bassy did all her own housework. ‘1 gets the 
meals ready and nowadays 1 puts his in his room and 1 cats mine in 
here.’ 

Some of the difficulties between man and wife in old age were due, 
possibly, to unsatisfactory sexual relationships, particularly if one 
but not both were infirm. The impression was gained that some 
women had rarely experienced sexual satisfaction and found it 
difficult to give a husband ‘his rights’ when they beatme infirm. 
There is little doubt that sexual intercourse is maintained into old 
age but is less frequent and may be discontinued altogether in 
infirmity. One man in his seventies with a wife who was too infirm 
to leave the home said, ‘Well, the woman don't want loo much of it. 
Any decent woman at all, well, my wife she never says anything to me 
because she knows that 1 never touch her, not for three or four 
months at a time, then when 1 do she don’t say nothing because she 
knows I’ve been waiting all that time. See what I mean ! Some people 
say they go with their wives just as though they were youngsters, 
once a week, but I don’t get that in my head. I don t believe them. 
You know what I mean, I don’t feel like it.’ 

Quite apart from the special circumstances of infirmity and retire- 
ment this discussion brings out the way the existence of a localised 
group of three or four generations of relatives seems to involve a 
conception of marriage different from that of a married couple 
living in isolation from relatives. A balance has to be struck by an 
individual between his responsibilities as a marriage-partner and 
as a member of an extended family. The maintenance of separate 
loyalties outside the marriage is a possible source of continuous 
friction between man and wife. Such friction is reduced o; avoided 
by respect for the need of a couple to live in their own household, 
by a fairly strict division of labour and of income and by segregation 
in associations with relatives and others. In this way the marriage 
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adjusts to the needs of extended family relationships and so helps to 
preserve them. 

It is important not to dismiss such evidence of separation between 
man and wife in their financial, domestic and family roles simply as 
evidence of working-class male or female ‘authoritarianism’ which 
stands in poor contrast to so-called middle-class ‘partnership’. Cus- 
toms symbolise and express social relations and segregation in role 
can solve problems as well as create them. Perhaps the marriage 
necessarily adjusts in this way to its complex social environment. 

In this general context it may become easier to understand the 
financial relationship between man and wife. In this chapter we have 
considered (i) the division of income, (ii) the personal responsibility 
for each share of income, and the uncertainty or ignorance of the 
other’s exact income and spending habits, (iii) the regularity of house- 
keeping outlay from week to week, (iv) the underlying competition 
between man and wife when the wage is small, (v) the alignment of 
wives and their married and unmarried children over financial and 
domestic affairs and the exchange of money between them, and 
(vi) the division of labour and segregation in spare-time pursuits 
which may have contributed to unawareness of the marriage part- 
ner’s financial needs and responsibilities. The evidence may Justify 
the conclusion that the husband tends not to reveal his wage to his wife 
when each have strong loyalties outside the marriage, she to relatives 
living nearby who are seen frequently and he to relatives on his side 
or to workmates and friends. When the wage is small this may be a 
particularly effective way of avoiding or reducing conflict. A wider 
conclusion is that segregation of roles between husband and wife 
depends on the degree to which they are members of a three- 
generation extended family in the locality. ^ 

1 See Bott, E., ‘Urban Families: Conjugal Roles and Social Networks’, 1955. 
In describing the differing degrees of co-operation between man and wife, Miss 
Bott observed that segregation in their role-relationship varied directly with the 
‘connectedness’ of the couples’ social network. While supporting this in a very 
general sense, more stress is laid here, in explaining conjugal roles, on whether 
or not man and wife are members of a closely-knit family group of three 
generations. 
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HOW the extended family functions begins to become clearer. In 
previous chapters we have been concerned with it largely as a 
domestic and economic organisation. Before we can sum up 
its characteristic features we also need to examine more closely 
the relationships between parent and child. The strength and the 
character of these relationships help to explain the strength of the 
family. To understand how they arc maintained or disrupted we will 
have to look at them as they develop over the life of the individual. 
Diagram 2 is a simplified representation of the near-relatives who 
played an important part, at different stages, in the life of a widow 
who was interviewed. All these relatives lived in Bethnal (Ireen and, 
during their life-time, shared many daily or weekly activities with 
the informant. We shall find occasion to refer to this life profile 
several times. 

We shall first consider the tic between old people and their child- 
ren. Over four in five of all the old people interviewed had at least 
one child. A man had married, on average, at 25 i, his first child was 
born when he was 28 and his last child when he was 39. He was 
about 62 before his last child reached the average marrying age. A 
woman had married, on average, at 23, her first child was born when 
she was 26 and her last child when she was 35. She was 59 before 
the last child reached the average marrying age. Now these averages, 
crude though they are, indicate one crucial fact about the adult life 
of these people. For about 34 years of their lives both man and 
woman had had at least one unmarried child at home.' Both were 
not far short of pensionable age before the last child would normally 

1 The widow, whose life in her family is shown in Diagram 2, had had an un- 
married child at home for 31 years, despite having only three children and losing 
one of these in the last war. 
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This shows the near-relatives of a widow over her life-time. She was bom in 1885 and the relatives all lived in 
Bethnal Green. The diagram indicates which relatives played an important part in her life, at different ages. 
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expect to marry. This suggests a major reason for the maintenance of 
strong ties between child and parent in Bethnal Green: the prolonga- 
tion into late middle-age of parental care of children, and the con- 
sequent shortness or non-existence of the interval between the period 
when the youngest child depends on his parents and the period 
when, because of increasing infirmity, they are likely to depend on 
him. 

Averages conceal the diversities of family structure. One in five of 
the people with children had six or more and nearly one in five one 
only. One in three of them had children of one sex only. Some mar- 
ried at 17 and had their children young and others did not marry 
and have children until their late thirties or forties. A number of 
children had not yet married, although many of them were in their 
thirties, forties or fifties. Account has to be taken of such variations 
in understanding the relationship between child and parent when the 
parent is old. 

Unmarried Children 

The relationship between old people and unmarried children is of 
special interest in two respects. First, the strength and kind of the 
bond between parent and child prior to the child’s marriage provides 
a means of understanding the extent to which the bond may be 
maintained after marriage. Second, some children defer marriage or 
do not get married at all. Of the 626 children reported by the people 
in the sample 83, or 13%, were unmarried. Only one in six of these 
were under 25 years of age and less than a half under 35, A fifth 
were over 45. 

Despite the large number in their thirties and forties all but seven 
of these unmarried children, five being sons, lived at home. Of the 
seven, two were in mental hospitals and the others comprised a social 
worker, a primary school teacher, a seaman, a mechanic working in 
his married brother’s garage and a car maintenance engineer in 
America. The last visited his mother in Bethnal Green every year 
for a month. 

It was therefore rare for a working-class child to leave home before 
marriage unless he took a non-manual occupation. Until he began 
courting seriously many of his activities were shared with his family 
or indirectly determined by his family. Despite an apparent relaxa- 
tion of parental discipline in the last two generations children, par- 
ticularly daughters, were expected to be home fairly early and to 
participate in many family activities and gatherings. They often per- 
formed jobs of various kinds in the home and looked after a younger 
child. In this period some of them also helped to look after ageing 
grandparents and kept them company, spending a lot of time in 
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their homes and sometimes going on outings or visiting a cinema 
with them. They usually had holidays with their parents or other 
members of the family and entertained friends at home. A parent 
often helped a child to get his first job, either by approaching his 
own employer or by accompanying the child to make an application 
for a job. The mother often supervised her children’s spending money 
and their purchases and she had a right to a fixed share of their 
wages. When courting, boy and girl spent many of their evenings in 
the girl’s home and her mother was prominent in arrangements for 
the marriage. When living in privately owned property she usually 
‘spoke for’ her daughter in seeking from her landlord the tenancy 
of the next flat or house falling vacant. In these various ways the 
bond between child and parent, especially between child and mother, 
was maintained through adolescence into early adult life. 

The mother often gave the impression she was flattered if her 
children were reluctant to marry. There were various references, by 
old people and children alike, to unmarried children or siblings who 
were ‘too comfortable at home’ or ‘didn’t want to leave Mum’. 
While the mother sometimes acted and talked as if she would have 
liked one or more of her children to stay on at home for as long as 
possible before marriage, her husband seemed to be much more 
anxious for them to marry and leave home. ‘Dad says the sooner 
they marry the better but I don’t like to see them rush into it.’ The 
potential challenge to a man’s authority that existed when grown- 
up sons and daughters were present in the home may be one reason 
for this difference between man and wife. The illness or infirmity of 
parents made it difficult for some children to contemplate early 
marriage. 

The children’s sense of duty and attachment was particularly 
strong when the father was dead. A high proportion of people of 
pensionable age are widows. In 1951 in Great Britain the proportion 
was 28%. In the Bethnal Green sample 33% were widows. Just over 
one in ten had no surviving child. Of the rest nearly a third had at 
least one unmarried child living at home. The strong bond between 
a widow and her unmarried children, particularly her sons, was 
frequently mentioned in the interviews. 

Mrs. Pinkerton thought it right for one child to stay on with the 
widowed mother. Her eldest son had married only a year previously, 
at the age of 40. ‘My Teddy stayed long enough with me. One child 
should cling to a mother. I do miss him.’ 

Mrs. Vixon had no sons and she lived with an unmarried daughter 
aged 35. ‘After all these years I wouldn’t like to be parted from my 
daughter. But if she does get married I wouldn’t stand in her light. 
But I’d hardly like to part from her.* 
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When they were seen separately children often said much the same. 
One of two unmarried daughters caring for an infirm mother said 
they could have married but did not because they were so fond of 
their mother. A married daughter said of an unmarried brother, ‘My 
mother pampers him. No wonder he’s single.’ 

Similar evidence arose when old people talked of relatives other 
than children. A woman explained that an unmarried nephew and 
niece continued to live in the old home. ‘They lived only for their 
mother.’ Another woman explained that a niece had not married 
because ‘her mother had such bad health. She wouldn’t go and leave 
her mother.’ A man said he had an unmarried nephew. ‘ His mother 
only died a year ago. They went about together. He was like a hus- 
band to her. He told me he didn’t want to live.’ And an elderly 
spinster said, ‘I miss every hair of my mother's head. We were 
always together. We were like two sisters.’ 


Delaying Marriage 

The evidence suggested that widows’ children often delayed marriage, 
sometimes indefinitely. This appears to be one of the ways by which 
a family adjusts to the loss of one of its members and compensates 
the individual who is most affected. The children, to some extent at 
least, substituted for their fathers.^ Now it is hard to devise an 
adequate test of postponement of marriage. The widows in the 
sample had lost their husbands from a few weeks to 45 years pre- 
viously. Sometimes the husband had died leaving them with several 
young children and sometimes he had died when one child only 
remained unmarried. Because of such variations it is hard to dis- 
tinguish a set pattern in their relationships with children. But, as we 
have seen already, a slightly higher proportion of widows than of 
married women were living with unmarried children, despite their 
higher average age.2 This seems to be part of any attempt to test the 
validity of statements about postponement of marriage. Another 
part is to seek a means of establishing whether children who do 
marry, marry later. Table 19 shows that both sons and daughters 
marrying after losing their fathers married later than average. By 
itself this is not a conclusive criterion of postponement of marriage, 
however, but taken with other arguments it is persuasive. 


1 Occasionally it also seemed they substituted for mothers One widower said, 
‘ My daughter acts as mother used to do. She looks after me, buys everything a d 

a*sl»cial 20% sample of the 1951 Census schedules. See Chapter 3, 

J^&oarate analysis of the marriage ages of eldest, youngest and only chil^n 
does not alter the^result. The problem is. ignoring the admittedly small numbers 

G — ^F,L.O.P. 
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TABLE 19 

Average Ages at Marriage of Children 

Those married while Those married after 

father alive * father's death 

Children 

Average age Average age 

at marriage Total at marriage Total 
Sons 25-3 224 27-6 54 

Daughters 23*2 220 250 45 

* All the married and widowed children of the old people in the sample, pro- 
vided the father was alive at the time of their marriage. 

There was a difference in age at marriage between children who 
lost their fathers when very young and children who lost their fathers 
in adolescence or young adult life. 36 married children had lost their 
fathers before they were 10 years of age. They married at roughly 
the same average age as children whose parents were both alive. 
53 other married children had lost their fathers between the ages of 
10 and their middle-twenties. Of these, sons married over one year 
and daughters two years older than children whose parents were 
both alive. This suggests that the bond between widow and un- 
married child may have been particularly close if the father died 
when the child was in his teens or twenties, rather than if he died 
when the child was an infant or only a few years old. The adolescent 
child is much more conscious of what the loss of the father means 
to him and to the family and of the consequent needs of his mother, 
especially Her financial needs. Compared with a child who grows up 
without ever knowing or barely knowing what it was to have a 
father, he may make a more conscious effort to take on the father’s 
role and responsibilities. It is possible also that the loss of his father 
at such a time may reduce the number of his social activities outside 
the home and result in a slower approach to maturity, in the sense 
of causing him to be less ready, in his middle twenties, for marriage 
and for setting up a home independently of his mother. 

in the second group, that the comparison does not allow for the fact that the older 
the child, by and large, the more likely his father to die. The second group, on 
this argument, may therefore include a higher proportion of those who marry late 
in life for reasons unconnected with the presence or absence of a father. But only 
10% of the second group were over the average marrying age when their fathers 
died. When these are excluded a difference, but a reduced difference, between the 
two groups in their average marrying age remains. On the other hand the differ- 
ence widens iparkedly if all but the last child to marry in a family are excluded. 
One or two, rather tlum all, a widow's children seemed to put off marriage. Others 
may be able to improve on this tentative approach to a statistical problem. 
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The Predominance of Mum 

Many instances of the special feelings of children for their mothers 
have already been given. Both sons and daughters expressed a greater 
affection for their mothers than for their fathers. It was chiefly Mum 
they visited and Mum they supported, materially and emotionally. 
The men indeed often accepted this. One married man, a pensioner, 
in talking of his children's visits to the home said, 'They come up 
every week to sec their mother.’ Although he was at home at the 
time of their visits he did not say his children visited both him and 
his wife. Another said, a little wistfully, ‘If his mother's little Anger 
ached, he'd be in pain all over his body.’ A married woman said, 
‘The mother always comes Arst in every child’s life. It’s always the 
mother. Sons and daughters alike. I suppose they're with them all day.’ 

Some evidence for this closer attachment to the mother arose 
when people talked about divorce or separation. The children 
usually sided with the mother, and even when the separation took 
place not when the children were young or in their teens but after 
they were married they appeared to have little or nothing more to 
do with their fathers. In two cases the father continued to live in 
the same district as mother and married children. The children never 
visited them although they lived alone. One father had left home 
largely because his wife had a child by another man. Yet I was told 
at the interview, ‘The children won’t speak to their father if they pass 
him in the street,* 

The crucial position of the mother could be seen in the way her 
children depended on her in many of the emergencies of life. Several 
women looked after unmarried daughters and the daughters’ illegiti- 
mate children. Three women said they had had the main care of a 
mentally defective grandchild for several years. A number of child- 
ren returned home after losing a spouse by death or separation. 
Often they depended on the mother for the care of one or more of 
their children while they went to work. It was the same in illness. 
One son, who was in the home at the time of the interview, said, 
‘When my wife was in hospital with bladder trouble a couple of years 
ago, me and my nippers made a bed on this floor.’ The mother's home 
was the reception centre for many of the major problems of the family. 

On one occasion an old widow produced two burial cards, on 
which were printed the names and addresses of her brother and sister, 
both of whom had died within the previous few years. The inscrip- 
tion on the sister’s card said: 

Rest on dear mother, thy labours o’er, 

Thy willing hand will toil no more: 

A faithful mother, true and kind. 

No friend on earth like thee we And. 
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The brother’s inscription merely asked the Lord to forgive him for 
all his sins. There was no reference to his labours, nor to his toiling 
hand. 

Keeping in Touch After Marriage 

A daughter expected her mother to accompany her over the threshold 
of marriage. She did not think of marriage so much in romantic 
terms of starting a home in a new district where she was to spend 
nearly all her time, centring all her interests, affections and activities 
first on her husband and then on both husband and young children. 
She remained a member of her family of origin, and inevitably there 
was friction, latent as well as revealed, between in-laws and between 
man and wife because of the proximity of their relatives. An extract 
from an interview will help to convey what sometimes happened. 

Mrs. Bloom was a widow in her late sixties living alone in a tenement 
flat. Her married son lived a few minutes* walk away and he had a mid- 
day meal with her three days a week. She rarely saw his wife, although 
his children visited her on Sundays. Her daughter, aged 28, lived in a 
nearby flat. ‘I spoke for her to the superintendent. Her husband comes 
from Stepney. She wanted to get married at 19 but I had a little talk 
with her. He was five years older than her and he was old enough but I 
said to her, “1 wouldn’t stand m your way, Mary, but you mustn’t make 
a mistake. You want to be sure.” They were courting three years. She's 
a good daughter to me. 1 see her every day. At her wedding his mother 
wasn’t very nice. She was off-hand. When I came in and they introduced 
me I felt they were all looking at me. It was like coming under a cloud. 
And they cut the wedding cake, it was a lovely one, like bits of wood, 
and there were no speeches. My son gave her away. He took the place 
of her father. I don’t think his mother wanted to lose him. He was 27. 
She said to him, “ Whatever you do I want you to keep your own home.” 
I felt that. 1 felt that was said in front of me. Well, he wanted her, didn’t 
he? My daughter says they come to see the baby and they always bring 
her something. He’s a very good husband. He helps her in the home 
and he takes the baby out on Sunday morning. I think he takes her (the 
baby) round to see his family. When I see my daughter I always come 
home at five o’clock. Well, he comes home at 5.30 and I say, “Mary, 
you want the place to yourselves.” She’d like more children but I say, 
“Think what would happen if your partner goes.” She’d have to go out 
to work. It was a hard time for me. 1 stayed with my mother (she was 
the youngest of a large family) and I didn’t want to get married. I didn’t 
look for it. (Her mother died and she got married late in life.) My 
daughter was only six when my husband died. He was at work one 
Wednesday and in his co^ the next. She stayed with me after my son 
got married and when she was 16 she said, “ Mum, you have a rest, I’ll 
look after you.” She brought money home but I saved it for her in her 
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name and when she got married I gave it to her. But you don’t know 
what a girl will do when a fellow gets talking to her.’ (She implied her 
son-in-law would deprive her daughter of the money.) Throughout the 
interview her year-old granddaughter was sitting on her lap and the 
grandmother sang to her, ‘She wore a little bonnet.’ 

This example illustrates most of the characteristic features of the 
relationship between old people and their married children and 
children-in-law: the special tie between mother and daughter; the 
way married sons visited their parents unaccompanied by their 
wives; the tactful avoidance of children-in-law; the tensions between 
in-laws, particularly between husband and mother-in-law; and the 
close relationship between maternal grandmother and grandchild. 
Marriage was more than the marriage of two persons free to devote 
themselves to each other. As one woman put it, ‘Before they got 
married my son said to me, “I’m not marrying her family. Mum, 
I’m marrying her.” But she creates if he comes to see me and I 
think he's found I was right.’ 

The tensions between in-laws were often mentioned in the inter- 
views. Old people sometimes said sons-in-law were contemptuous of 
them, refused to speak to them in the house or did things deliberately 
to upset them. Sometimes they said daughters-in-law tried to weaken 
the relationship between them and their sons. In one extreme family 
a daughter-in-law forced an old widow to move out of the home, and 
so caused a rift between the widow and her son. Frequently a mother 
made such a remark as, ‘If my sons make a fuss of me the wives get 
annoyed. They get a bit catty.’ Old people who liked to think their 
children had very strong loyalties to them despite the claims of 
marriage, contrasted children-in-law unfavourably with children. A 
widow living with her married daughter said, ‘At first my son-in-law 
thought he was going to be the boss but he’s found out that I’m the 
guv’nor. I’ve only had one guv’nor in my life (her husband) and I 
wasn’t going to have another one now.’ She continually told how 
poor a showing her son-in-law made against her son. ‘My son would 
do anything if I was queer. But my son-in-law,’ she said scornfully, 
‘he sleeps all the time. He wouldn’t do anything unless you asked 
him to.’ 

This conflict with in-laws is reduced or avoided in several ways. 
One is by acknowledging the primacy of the wife’s mother’s claims. 
Another is by maintaining reserve in the relationship with sons-in- 
law and daughters-in-law. Old people recognised that since many of 
the open clashes between in-laws occurred when they lived in the 
same home, it was better to maintain an independent home if 
possible. When this was achieved they saw less of children-in-law 
than married children although, because of close proximity, they 
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could not avoid seeing them sometimes. Compared with 27% of mar- 
ried childrenl4% of children-in-law were seen every day. Repeatedly 
during the inquiry a person would say, ‘I see my daughter every 
day, but I only see her husband on Sundays.* ‘My son calls in on his 
way home from work. I don’t sec his wife.’ ‘My daughter and I feel 
we belong to one another. I don’t interfere with man and wife.’ One 
woman said, ‘My daughter-in-law in Stepney says I’m the best 
mother-in-law you could wish for. I hardly ever sec her.’ Things were 
made easier because the wife was able to see her parents while the 
husband was at work, and he was able to see his parents either in the 
lunch-hour or on the way home from work or by taking his children 
to see them on a Sunday morning when his wife was preparing the 
dinner. 

These activities led to a certain alignment of blood relatives against 
affinal relatives. Loyalties to parents were maintained by individual 
associations with them and these loyalties were passed on to grand- 
children. A widow, for example, criticised her son-in-law in front 
of her eight-years-old grandson. ‘He’s a difficult man to live with. 
I’m saying this in front of you confidential like,’ she said, looking at 
her grandson, ‘but your Dad’s a very funny man. We don’t get on 
well. He didn’t like me being there. I had to be careful not getting 
in the way. He had his own likes and dislikes and he thought I was 
interfering. He thought I was having too much to do in the house.’ 

Old people were not always so reserved in their relationships with 
children-in-law. Some claimed they were as fond of them as their 
own children and saw them every day. This was often when, firstly, 
they had no children of the same sex and, secondly, when the parents 
of the children-in-law were dead. Table 20 provides some support for 
the first proposition. Old people saw a significantly higher proportion 
of children-in-law daily when they possessed no children of like sex. 
To some extent daughters-in-law substituted for daughters, and sons- 
in-law for sons. 

The second proposition can merely be illustrated, without being 
supported statistically. One woman said, ’I’ve always been like a 
mother to my son-in-law. His mother is dead. He told a friend of 
mine that he had a mother-in-law in a million because when he’s ill 
I look after him.’ Another saw her son-in-law every day. His parents 
were dead. ‘He’s an angel from heaven. He’d do anything for me — 
he’s only a little fellow too. I don’t know what I’d do without them 
two.’ A third, in her early sixties, had a mother-in-law nearby 
although her own parents were dead. ‘I always like taking his Mum 
round something. Don’t matter what elaborate flowers you buy her 
if anything happened to her, she couldn’t see them. What you take 
round now, she can taste and she can eat.* 
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TABLE 20 

Per Cent of Children-in-law seen Daily (and Weekly) by Old People 


Old people with children Children-Maw seen 


Sons‘in-law 

daily 

% 

weekly* 

% 

Total 

number 

those with son 

13 

52 

217 

those with no son 

35 

71 

34 

Daughter s-in-law 

those with daughter 

10 

45 

244 

those with no daughter 

23 

67 

40 


* Those seen once a week or more, including those seen daily. 

Large and Small Families 

So despite the claims of marriage many children continued to see a 
lot of their parents. What diflference did it make if they came from a 
large rather than a small family? We have seen that as high a propor- 
tion as 31% of married and widowed old people had five or more 
surviving children. Such large families are becoming rarer and in the 
future an increasing proportion of old people will have only one or 
two children. It is of particular interest to consider people of this 
kind in Bethnal Green; they made up 35% of the married and 
widowed. 

Table 21 shows the contacts per week between old people and 
their children, according to the number alive. Those with one or two 
children saw a child, on average, significantly more often than those 
with three or more. These averages naturally conceal variations 
between and within similarly constituted families and it must be 
emphasised that four in five of the old people with large families 
were in daily touch with at least one of their children. 


TABLE 21 

Frequency of Contact with Children, by Number of Surviving 
Children 


Number 

Old person's total 

Average contact 

Total 

Total 

of 

number of contacts 

per child per 

children 

Old 

children 

per week with all 
children 

week 


People 

1 

5*2 

5-2 

26 

26 

2 

8-5 

4-2 

78 

39 

3-4 

11*7 

34 

158 

45 

5 and over 

191 

31 

364 

57 
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An outstanding feature of the whole inquiry is the intensity of 
relationship within the one- and two-child family. Of the 26 people 
with one child, 18 saw them every day and another five from once to 
three or four times a week. Only three saw their children less fre- 
quently than once a week, one of these being a step-child. Of the 
78 children in two-child families only 11 were seen less frequently 
than once a week. 

This conclusion was more striking when account was taken of how 
the figures were influenced by the inclusion of unmarried children and 
by differences in age between old people and their children. All but one 
of the only children were married. They were older on average than 
others. Their age at marriage was near the average and all but two 
of them had been married for 10 years or more, a third of them from 
20 to 35 years. The presumption from the evidence was that people 
having one or two children, as compared with those having several, 
partly offset the possible handicap in old age by a more intense 
relationship with those they had. 

Eldest and Youngest Children 

Contacts with children also varied according to their birth-order. 
Youngest sons and daughters lived nearer and were seen more often 
than eldest children, comparing eldest and youngest only when both 
were married. 56% of youngest sons and 45% of youngest daughters 
lived nearer than eldest, and 23% and 27% respectively lived further 
away. The others lived at the same distance. More youngest children 
were seen every day, as shown in Table 22. 

TABLE 22 

Per Cent of Eldest and Youngest Married Children 
seen Daily by Old People* 

Married Eldest Youngest 

and widowed 

children % seen daiiv Number % seen daily Number 

Sons 9 ' 70 31 70 

Daughters 28 71 44 71 

• Only cases where there were at least two sons or two daughters and where 
each was married, widowed or separated. 

Why was there a closer link with the youngest? In the first place 
an emotional preference was sometimes expressed for a youngest 
child. An effort was made to find out from old people whether they 
felt greater affection for one child rather than another. Many took 
refuge in an ideal which to them was very important. They said they 
always made it a rule not to pick and choose between one child and 
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another. They often made remarks like, ‘I always treat them the 
same. That’s only right. I always have done. It’s not fair to make fowl 
of one and fish of the other.’ On closer inquiry a number admitted 
special feelings for the youngest. ‘Well, really, I hoped he wouldn’t 
marry yet. He helps in the home. . . . I’m fond of them all but you 
do like to do something for the youngest.’ These feelings were often 
voiced by the children themselves. ‘She’s the baby of the family. 
She's the favourite.’ ‘When Mum lost Ben she couldn’t get over it. 
He was her favourite. He was the youngest.’ ‘It knocked Mum a bit 
when Rosie (the youngest) got married.’ 

Sometimes the tie with an eldest child had become weakened in 
childhood. A few women whose husbands died when they had young 
children asked relatives to look after their eldest. In old age they 
gave this as the reason why they saw little of them. One woman, in 
explaining why she saw little of a son. said, ‘You see my mother 
brought up my eldest after my husband died. He worked for her for 
a time.’ 

More often the tie had weakened after marriage. Once a mother 
had helped the elder children over marriage and childbirth she turned 
her attentions to the younger children. The eldest could move away 
with less compunction because brothers and sisters were still living 
with or near their parents. This explains part of the difference between 
eldest and youngest, but there is more to it than this. The eldest 
children were gradually attaining the status of grandparents. Sons 
and daughters who had reached their fifties were often grandparents 
themselves or had adult children. They had reached, or almost 
reached, the point of directing their own three-generation families. 
They saw much less of their parents than other eldest sons and daugh- 
ters. They were not in the position of needing help from their 
parents or of being able to give it. The cycle of birth, marriage and 
birth through the three generations had produced an off-shoot of 
the extended fiimily ready to assume an identity of its own. 

Nan and the Grandchildren 

This difference between eldest and youngest partly depended on the 
changing relationship between grandparent and grandchild. Most 
people in Bethnal Green frequently saw some or all of their grand- 
children. Altogether, there were 908 grandchildren and 93% of old 
people with children had at least onc.^ Two-thirds of these had at 
least one grandchild living in the home district. Three features of their 
relationship are worth noting. 

(i) The first grandchild, A grandparent, or rather a grandmother, 
attached special significance to the first grandchild, particularly the 

1 For details sec Table 54 in Appendix 4. 
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eldest child of the eldest daughter. The child embodied her right to 
the status of grandmother. From its birth she seemed to feel a special 
affection for it and their relationship was close, particularly when 
the child was aged from 10 to 15. The grandmother took pride in 
preparing him or her for adult life, being able to give the adolescent 
child many attentions a mother, tied to work and smaller children, 
could not give. 

Mrs. Shaldon said she paid a shilling a week for an endowment policy 
for her eldest granddaughter. "Perhaps I can only do it up to the end 
of this year. I might need help myself then. It’s for when Mary gets to 
be 15. You know with your first grandchild you give them more than 
you should give them. You spoil them.’ 

Mrs. Dominion’s eldest grandson was with her at the time of the 
interview. *"Hc didn’t go home last night. I thought it looked too bad 
(the weather). 1 told him to stay here in the warm. My daughter didn’t 
worry about him. She .sent one of them to find out whether he was going 
back today.’ The boy butted in to say, ‘I’m the one who’s up here the 
most. I’m the only one that’s slept here lately.’ 

On average a woman was 53 when she became a grandmother (and 
a man 55 when he became a grandfather).' 

(ii) Grandparents' leniency. The grandparents were notably lenient 
towards grandchildren. The relationship of privileged disrespect 
between alternate generations has been reported from many other 
societies, and is a feature of anthropological literature. ^ Something 
of the same kind existed in Bethnal Green. The grandchildren were 
expected to show greater respect for the authority of parents than 
for that of grandparents and the parents were expected to maintain 
authority in a way not expected of grandparents. Several old people 
said they had noticed changes in their attitude to young children as 
they got older. One woman said, ‘I used to slosh my children. But I 
don’t like to see my grandchildren walloped.’ A man echoed this 
when he said, ‘As a person gets older I definitely think he gets more 
love for children. He has more love and feeling for a child. 1 used not 
to mind when people hit their children, but I go crackers now if I 
see anyone hit a child.’ Others referred more directly to the differ- 
ence between parents and grandparent. 

Mrs. Aylesbury was lenient with her grandsons. ‘The grandmother 
can be free and easy. She (her daughter) has to bo fairly strict with 
them.’ 

Mrs. George was talking about her mother. *1 paid her rent, and I 

1 See Table 55. 

2 See, for example, Radcliffe-Brown, A. R., and Fordc, D., (cd). African 
Systems of Kinship and Marriage ^ 1950. 
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paid my mother for doing things for my children. She was different to 
my children from what she was to us.’ 

(iii) Bringing up the young. The third and most important feature 
of the relationships between grandparents and grandchildren was 
one which largely explained why the bond with the children was 
maintained so long after the children’s marriage. To many grand- 
children in Bethnal Green the grandmother was as much concerned 
with their care as the mother. Mother and grandmother were held 
together by the latter’s continuing function in looking after young 
children. First they were concerned with the off-spring of the eldest 
and then of the youngest. Some widows had sole charge of grand- 
children. 

Mrs. Stoker lived in one large L-shaped room where there was a 
double-bed in which she and her small grandson slept. ‘Bertie’s com- 
pany for me. She (her daughter) leaves him here and 1 enjoy him.’ 
The grandson had lived with her for the past two years. She was 71. 

Sometimes the grandmother had main rather than sole charge of 
a child, as witnessed by one woman’s small grandson who said, ‘I’ve 
got two homes. I live with my Nan and go upstairs to my Mummy 
to sleep.’ 

Mrs. Aiken’s four-year-old grandson spent most of his time with her. 
Her daughter left him on her way to work in the morning. The daughter 
said, ‘I don’t know what she’ll do when he has to go to school. He loves 
his Nan.’ Mrs. Aiken said, ‘He follows me about like a dog. If I go out 
on the landing he has to come too.’ For most of the interview the little 
boy sat on his grandmother’s lap and when I went out with him and 
his mother he said, ‘Nan, wave from the window.’ 

Until six months previously Mrs. Hogmay had a grandson living 
with her. ‘ I brought up lots of my grandchildren. My eldest daughter was 
left by her husband with three young babies and 1 brought them all up. 
Then my youngest daughter was at home with me and 1 brought her 
children up.’ 

By the time they reached their mid-sixties some grandparents were 
no longer responsible for the daily care of the younger generation, 
particularly if they were infirm or the grandchildren were children 
only in name. The child-rearing role of others persisted. What was 
so striking was how many women in Bethnal Green played a major 
role in rearing young children for as many as 40 or 50 years of their 
lives. Because of this continuity of function, women’s ties with child- 
ren were maintained to the point when, in extreme old age, they 
needed far more help than they were able to give. 
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The Social Class of Children 

Analysis of the relationship between people and their children as it 
progressed over life has given us an idea of the reasons why contacts 
with most children were maintained. The same reasons also help to 
explain why old people saw little of some children. Sons were drawn 
into their wives’ families, which occasionally meant they made their 
homes far away. Eldest children were less dependent on their parents. 
Their children had grown up or they were grandparents themselves. 
If brothers and sisters remained in the parents’ home district the 
obligation to maintain daily contact was weaker. ‘My sons don’t 
sec so much of me. They know my daughter lives near. But if there 
was any trouble they’d come up sharp.’ 

Did old people sec less of children who had a higher social status? 
Nearly all the people in the sample, or their husbands, were manual 
workers. Some of the children were in higher-status occupations. 
Altogether 42 of the married children, or about 8%, had, or their 
husbands had, professional or intermediate occupations, styled as 
social classes I and II by the Registrar-General. A quarter of them 
lived within a mile, compared with nearly a half of other married 
children. As Table 23 shows, there was little dilTercncc in the fre- 
quency with which married sons in higher-status occupations, com- 
pared with those in manual occupations, saw their parents. On the 
other hand daughters married to men with higher-status occupations 
tended to see rather less of their parents. Significantly fewer of the 
daughters in the first two classes were seen than in the third. It would 


TABLE 23 

Per Cent of Married Children seen Daily (and Weekly), 
by St)cial Class of Children 

Mat tied Sons Married daufihters 

Social class 



Yo seen 

% seen 

Number 


% seen 

Numbe 


daily 

\yeeklv 


daily 

weekly 


Professional 

15 

58 ' 

26 

o' 

31 

16 

Clerical 

29 

67 

24 

25 

69 

16 

Manual 

19 

70 

216 

43 

79 

140 

Not known 

0 

0 

7 

35 

76 

75 

Total 

19 

66 

273 

36 

74 

247 


Note: Widowed daughters and step-children are excluded from this analysis. 
Definition of the three social classes follow the Registrar-GeneraPs classification 
of occupations, combining classes I and II as * Professional*, class 111 manual 
and classes IV and V as ‘Manual*; and styling 111 non-manual as ‘Gerical*. 
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be unwise to draw too firm a conclusion. The data rests on informa- 
tion supplied by people who were sometimes vague about a child’s 
occupation and numbers were small in the professional occupations, 
not to speak of the problems of defining social class. 

The interviews gave a better idea of what happened when a child 
advanced, educationally or occupationally. A number of old people 
maintained that relationships with sons did not change much. A 
widow with two white-collar sons said, ‘They wouldn’t let the old 
girl go down the pan. ... It doesn’t affect family relationships if the 
children go up in the world.’ Women often put this point of view; 
less so the men. They sensed a son’s occupational achievement as a 
reflection on their own, though usually they had the consolation that 
they had had less opportunities in their youth. ‘They get so big- 
headed they won’t take advice ’, was one man’s remark. But, in general, 
parents, and particularly the mother, seemed to take pride in sons 
who did well. ‘He’s got a marvellous job. He only gets paid once a 
month.’ One son who was a teacher-trainer thought the urge to get 
on in life and educate yourself was something which the parents did 
not obstruct ‘ because they’re proud of you and what you do reflects 
on them. They like talking about you. If you have to move away 
because of your job the feeling might be just as strong as if you sec 
them every day.’ 

Mrs. Brink’s three sons won scholarships to a grammar school. One 
was a chief statistician in a Whitehall Ministry. ‘He came fifth out of 
600 in the examinations. At first we wanted him to leave school at 15 
because his father was out of work. But then just as he was going to 
leave, my husband got a job after being out of work and he came to me 
and asked me, “Mum, do you think J can stay on?” I said, “What do 
you want to do, C harlie?” He said that he wanted to stay on and he 
wanted to go in for these exams but it cost 10.y. 1 said I'd pay the 10.y. 
entry fee. My three sons all took their matriculation. 1 thought if it was 
an advantage to them I’d struggle on to give them a good chance in life. 
If you've given them the chance, then they should look after you when 
you’re getting on.’ She saw her eldest son, who was 37, once a week. 
The youngest son was a university student and lived at home between 
terms. The middle son lived in the same street. ‘1 went and spoke for 
him and they got a flat in this street. 1 see him three or four times a week, 
he’s a department manager now. i suppose I’ve really stood by him.* 

The relationship between parent and son, particularly between 
mother and son, was largely maintained. Many mothers were 
widowed and this strengthened the relationship, preventing divided 
loyalties on the one side and cultivating a stronger sense of duty on 
the other. It was harder for a mother to take pride in a son-in-law, 
and she was uneasy in her relationship with a daughter who had 
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‘gone up in the world’. The daughter often had a different view 
about house- and mother-craft, she had strange friends, and she 
usually lived in a completely different environment. There was not 
the same easy familiarity with a daughter as with a son who had a 
high-status occupation. The interviews suggested that in Bethnal 
Green differences in social class were more of a barrier between a 
parent and a child of like sex than between a parent and a child of 
different sex. 

Decline in Contact with Children 

Yet social class did not account for much falling off in contacts 
between old people and children. Old people themselves laid more 
stress on two other things. First, those separated from one or all of 
their children often said both they and their children wished they 
could live nearer one another. Their complaints can be understood 
in the light of what was said earlier about housing. Despite great 
efforts to remain in Bethnal Green many children were obliged to 
make their homes elsewhere and could not find a home there for the 
parents. The consequences were many. The children had their own 
homes and families to look after and were not able to visit Bethnal 
Green as often as they wished. Their parents visited them, but found 
they had to limit their visits because fares were so high and because 
they were becoming more infirm. ‘My eldest daughter says to me, 
“1 wish you lived a little nearer. Mum.” But it's the fares. It’s Is. 2d. 
to go and see her. It’s this fare business what stops you seeing your 
children.’ ‘I used to go and stay week-ends with my daughter at 
Chingford but I can’t do it any more. I just can’t get out.’ There 
were many remarks of this kind. 

Second, there were occasional complaints of a different nature 
about children who neglected their parents. One man said he did 
not think families did enough for their old folk. ‘If you’ve got a son 
they only acknowledge their parents. They don’t do much. You hear 
a man talking and saying he doesn’t sec his children. I know it doesn’t 
apply to everyone but the majority of cases the boys and girls get 
married and want to look after themselves.’ A widow said, ‘When 
you’re old you’re not wanted. ... I keep on sighing. My daughter 
just puts her head in the door when she’s passing. She doesn’t do any- 
thing. It’s very hurtful.’ What was interesting about such remarks 
was that they usually applied not to daughters, but to sons who had 
left their wives or sons whose wives were unfriendly. Of the two 
remarks above, the first was made by a man of his only son living 
in a nearby flat; the second by a woman whose daughter had the care 
of a husband with an amputated leg. A rather unusual relationship 
usually lay behind the complaint. Three children proved to be step- 
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children or illegitimate, two had separated from their wives and two 
more were in the family of a man who had married again after the 
mother’s death. However, it was not always possible to discover the 
reasons why some children saw little of their parents. It is necessary 
here to distinguish between a specific complaint against a child and 
a general complaint against children. Old people often talked of 
children’s neglect of their parents, but hardly ever were these children 
their own. They liked to believe the loyalty of their own family was 
exceptional. 

What is important in this context is the small proportion of people 
who had little or no contact with any child. Whether the old person 
had one or several children and whether he or she had sons or 
daughters, there was nearly always at least one remaining at home 
or nearby. As we found in Chapter IV, all but 15% of people with 
children had one living within a mile. All but 17% saw a child every 
day. Only six people, or 4%, did not see one of their children at least 
once a week. Of these six, five had sons only. Their circumstances 
were unusual. One was a man separated from his wife and his two 
sons lived abroad; another was a woman with two illegitimate sons 
who had been reared by foster-mothers, and a third had only an 
elderly step-son. 

Widowers saw less than married men of both sons and daughters, 
but widows, while seeing slightly less than married women of daugh- 
ters, saw about the same of sons. As age advanced beyond the pen- 
sionable age there was a slight falling olT in contacts with children 
among the sample, but this was too small to be statistically signifi- 
cant.' The numbers of old people in their seventies and eighties 
were perhaps too small to justify a firm conclusion and the question 
needs much further study. So far as it went, the evidence suggested 
people in their eighties did not see much less of children than those 
in their sixties. Considering the limitations on their mobility it would 
seem that children stepped up their visits to the home towards the 
end of the parent’s life. 

As, in this chapter, we have followed the relationship between 
child and parent in Bethnal Green over life, one outstanding con- 
clusion has emerged. The strength of the relationship was founded 
on its continuity. It persisted through time and into marriage. In the 
interviews people continually spoke, if indirectly, of the social vir- 
tues of regularity, loyalty, constancy and fidelity. Unmarried children 
rarely left home before marriage. The parents were usually in their 
late fifties or early sixties before the last child was of marriageable 
age and if the father died, one or more of the children sometimes 


1 See Appendix 4, Table 51. 
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delayed marriage. The old mother was the central figure in the kin- 
ship system. She stood by her children in their troubles and when 
they married she did not lose them, nor they her. Living near, they 
often provided, in effect, an extension of the old household. She 
helped her daughters rear their children; they worked for her and 
gave her company. It was she, rather than her husband, they visited 
and she they supported. Her children often saw her independently 
of their spouses, daughters while their husbands were at work and 
sons at midday, on their way home from work or on Sunday morn- 
ings when their wives were preparing the Sunday dinner. Conflict 
between husband and wife due to such loyalties maintained outside 
the marriage was largely reduced or regulated by recognition of the 
force of the tie between grandmother, daughter and grandchild and 
by a relationship of marked reserve or avoidance between in-laws. 
With the passing of time the eldest children were freer to move out 
of the home district because brothers and sisters remained there. 
Their own children were growing up; the grandmother was turning 
her attentions to the younger children’s marriage and child-rearing, 
and they were reaching the point of becoming grandparcntal heads 
of new extended families. For such reasons the tic with youngest 
was often closer than with eldest children. But whether the old per- 
son had many children or not, one usually remained at home or 
nearby. This meant there was often an especially close relationship 
with an only child and that even in extreme old age a person who had 
had children was rarely short of company, help and aficction. 
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BROTHERS AND SISTERS 


IN THE LAST CHAPTER we saw how the extended family is built 
round mother, daughter and grandchild, and how the grandmother 
begins to lose a major role in family life once all the grandchildren 
grow out of childhood. This is only one of the changes experienced 
with age. While the form of the family of three generations persists, 
its composition continually changes and individuals occupy dilTcrcnt 
roles within it as they get older. New relationships substitute for old. 
This is illustrated in Diagram 2 (p. 78). A child looks to his parents, 
grandparents and brothers and sisters for company and afTection. 
After he grows up and marries he looks increasingly to his children, 
and then his grandchildren. What happens to his ties with brothers 
and sisters? This chapter suggests they weaken with age, especially 
after the death of parents, but they arc often maintained by those 
who remain unmarried or childless. 

Old people in Bethnal Green were born in a period (1865-1895) 
when it was commonplace for a mother to give birth to a baby every 
two years or so between the date of her marriage and the onset of 
her menopause. People talked of ‘steps and stairs’ or ‘ten on the 
trot’. It is clear, despite marginal uncertainty about the number of 
still-born siblings, that the parents of those interviewed produced an 
average of nearly eight live children each. Only 17% said their 
mothers had given birth to five or fewer children. A high proportion 
died in infancy or childhood but of the seven siblings born an 
average of 2-6 were still alive. One in six people had no surviving 
brother or sister but nearly one in four had at least five. The distribu- 
tion is shown in Table 24. 

People in their sixties had more surviving brothers and sisters than 
those in their late seventies and eighties, but the fall with age was 
not sharp. This is because of the wide range in age between siblings. 
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TABLE 24 

Number of Surviving Brothers and Sisters 


Number of brothers Old people 
and sisters % 

0 17 

1 18 

2 17 

3-4 28 

5 or more 20 


Total 100 

Number 203 


A woman aged 60 sometimes spoke of a sister in her eighties and 
vice-versa. People in their sixties had an average of 31 brothers and 
sisters, those in their seventies 2*3 and those in their eighties 1-7, 
Sisters outnumbered brothers by three to two. In the sample 
slightly more lived nearby; 29% lived with the old people or within a 
mile, compared with 25% of brothers. (However, this difference was 
not statistically significant.) Over a half of all siblings lived in the East 
London Region. The proportion of surviving siblings whose where- 
abouts were known is probably underestimated in Table 25. Some 
people whose siblings emigrated to the Commonwealth 30, 40 and 
50 years previously, for example, had lost contact with them and, 
in a few cases, were unable to say whether they were alive or dead. 
Such doubtful cases are included in the category ‘not known’ in the 
Table. 

TABLE 25 


Proximity of All Siblings 


Proximity 

Brothers 

Usters 

Brothers and 


% 

O/ 

/o 

sisters % 

Same dwelling 

2 

3 

2 

Within a mile 

23 

26 

25 

East London Region 

28 

27 

27 

Elsewhere in London 
Elsewhere in Great Britain 

17 

16 

17 

or abroad 

22 

21 

22 

Not known 

9 

6 

7 


— 


— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

221 

316 

537 


The Husband's Family 

The relationship between brothers and sisters showed the con- 
sequences of the special bond between mother and daughter. After 
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marriage a man tended to be drawn into his wife’s family. Over 
time, and especially after the death of his parents, this became more 
marked and he had fewer contacts with his own brothers and sisters, 
seeing more of his wife’s. This is shown in Table 26. The relationship 
between husband, wife and their respective siblings was, however, 
complicated by whether or not siblings of both sexes existed on both 
sides of the marriage. In theory both man and wife could be regarded 
as having at least one brother and one sister. In fact this may not 
happen. Less than one in four of the married old people interviewed 
had siblings of both sexes. This influenced family activities. 

When both had surviving brothers and sisters the wife often 
regarded her husband’s relatives with hostility and he acquiesced, 
suffering her relatives more gladly. 

Mr. Booth said, ‘We don’t bother about any of them. It’s one of 
those family affairs where you all dwindle. Two of my sisters have got a 
bit of money but they wouldn’t give you anything. They’d help the 
church sooner than their own. They wouldn’t give you a slice if you 
asked for it.’ One sister lived a few doors away. ‘We don’t have anything 
to do with her. She had three girls and a boy but we never see them.* 
His wife interjected several times in a disgusted tone, "His family!’ She 
added, ‘ My sisters are different.’ 

Mr. Boulder said, ‘1 didn’t mix up with my brothers and sisters much. 
When we were younger we mixed up with my wife’s family. Me and the 
wife was one. We never mixed up.’ 

Instances of quarrels with the husband’s siblings were often given. 
These quarrels usually resulted in loss of contact and served to 
define and delimit family groupings. They symbolised the customary 
maintenance of the links between mother, daughter and grandchild 
within the extended family. Alignment with the wife’s siblings was 
sometimes complete. Several people said a husband’s brother or 
sister lived in a neighbouring street but was not seen, except by 
chance. One woman said she had never had much to do with her 
husband’s family even though one of his sisters lived in the next 
street. ‘I don’t bother. I never have.’ Another woman’s daughter 
heard her mother remark that the father’s niece lived two minutes* 
walk away and she exclaimed, ‘Fancy that. I didn’t know they were 
there.’ Some men admitted they had not seen a nearby sibling for 
months. Others met siblings occasionally but sometimes unbeknown 
to their wives. Such meetings were perhaps a carry-over into old age 
of the independent visits to the parental home. One man remarked 
he had met his brother in a pub a week previously and his wife 
expressed surprise. This was just after she had stated flatly, ‘We don’t 
see any of his family.’ 

The wife sometimes had no siblings or she had brothers but not 
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sisters. Occasionally her siblings died before her husband’s, or they 
moved far away. This permitted a relaxation of the usual rule or 
custom of avoiding, or being reserved with, the husband’s family, and 
associations became particularly close with his widowed sisters, if 
he had any. The women met each other when the husband was out. 
This explains why married women, while seeing most of their own 
siblings, often saw more than husbands of his siblings. Table 26 
suggests the trends in contacts. There was one noteworthy exception 
to the rule that wives had little to do with their husband’s brothers 
and sisters unless their own were dead or far away. At least ten 
people gave instance of two sisters marrying two brothers. Thus a 
few wives saw their husband’s brothers largely because they saw 
their own sisters at the same time. The two families of origin were 
intertwined. 


TABLE 26 

Per Cent of All Siblings seen Daily (and Weekly) 
by Married Old People 


Spouse's sibluif's Own sibling* s 

Old people 


V/IC4 

% seen 

% seen 


% seen 

% seen 



daily 

weekly 

Total 

daily 

weekly 

Total 

Married men 

3 

15 ' 

99 

1 

2 

122 

Married women 

6 

16 

146 

5 

27 

159 


The death of husbands or wives had many repercussions for old 
people. Usually they lost any remaining contacts with the husband's 
or wife’s siblings, particularly if they were of the opposite sex. 
One woman said, ‘When the husband's gone they don't know you 
any more. My husband had two brothers and four sisters. I haven’t 
seen them for years.’ Widows and widowers were asked for informa- 
tion about their dead spouse's brothers and sisters. In some cases they 
had been widowed many years previously and had lost all touch 
with their in-laws. So far as could be ascertained they had no contact 
whatever with two in three of the surviving members of the husband's 
or wife’s family and very little contact with the remainder. 

The Weakening Tie 

People recognised as inevitable the gradual redirection of an indi- 
vidual’s interests away from his family of origin and towards his 
children and grandchildren. One woman thought the relationship 
with brothers and sisters ‘dies out you see. When you've got children 
of your own they’re your own.’ A man said, ‘When you’re single, 
when you’re young, you go and see the cousins living with aunties 
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but when you go and get married you lose touch. You have your 
own family to look to.’ 

Sometimes differences in social class appeared to have caused 
siblings to lose touch. One man said of his sisters, ‘We hardly ever 
see them. It’s because they’ve all got selected jobs. One of them’s a 
school-teacher.’ There were a number of such references to brothers 
and sisters who had raised their status. Old people thought of them- 
selves as the ‘poor relations’ and talked of the ‘posh houses of the 
swells’. One or two said they would not dream of seeking help from 
high-status siblings even when ill. They were self-conscious about 
their homes and, though their attitude to their siblings was some- 
times tinged with envy and bitterness, their main concern appeared 
to be fear of being treated as inferiors. 

Mr. Meek saw little of his brother and four sisters. One sister was 
doing well in Australia and he had not heard from her for years. The 
others were, or had married, bank or insurance othcials and lived in 
‘posh houses. 1 like to be independent. 1 wouldn't like them to come up 
if anything was wrong. We liavc got ourselves and don't like them 
interfering. They have their own telephones and sometimes 1 go round 
to the box to ring one of them up.’ One sister would not see him ‘because 
she thinks she's above you.’ 

Such sensitivity about status may be due in part to a sense of failure. 
Siblings share childhood together. There is a natural equality, but 
also a basis for competition, between them. If one achieves more 
than the others in adult life the competitiveness is likely to be 
stressed. In Bethnal Green people considered siblings who had 
improved their status to be disloyal or they ridiculed them for their 
superior ways. One man said, ‘They used to live opposite her mother. 
But his place wasn’t classy enough for him. He couldn’t invite his 
associates there. He’s some bloke, a proper swell. I could tell you 
some tales about him. If his nibs goes and picks something oil the 
floor he goes and washes his hands.’ Status dilTcrences rarely dis- 
rupted the relationship between parent and child, as we saw in the 
last chapter, but more often that between siblings. 

The death of parents, particularly of the mother, was a major 
cause of siblings losing touch with one another. Married sisters 
and brothers who had been accustomed to meeting one another at 
the old home were suddenly left without a natural meeting place. 
There was no longer a pivotal figure holding them together. 

Mrs. Wyler said, ‘When parents go I think the family breaks up. We 
used to go down when the old girl was alive. You used to see your 
brothers and sisters then. But when they died we lost touch. When she 
died they went north, south, east and west.’ 
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Mrs. Mill linked the death of her mother with the war. 'lt*s the mother 
who everyone comes to. The war drifted them all apart. When you lose 
the parents, they (brothers and sisters) don't want you. They can't get 
together again. 1 don't think they do it intentionally, but it happened 
with the war too.’ 

The death of parents sometimes led to disputes between the 
children over the inheritance of the tenancy or of possessions and 
speeded their separation. 

Mr. Nipperton said his mother left a will to his younger brother 
’which wasn't right. She had a big family too. And he got everything. 
None of them (brothers and sisters) wanted to speak to him. Yes, 
mother made bad friends.’ 

Miss Rowntree saw nothing of her eldest brother. ‘You see,' she 
explained, ‘he wanted to know what money my mother had left. She 
hadn't left any but I don’t know whether he believed it.’ 

Infirmity or ill-health weakened further the relationship with 
siblings. Many old people were unable to leave their homes or 
journey far afield and some of their brothers and sisters were simi- 
larly handicapped. Visits made weekly became irregular or stopped 
altogether. One widow left her home only to go twice a week to a 
shop a few doors away. Her sister, herself widowed and infirm, lived 
a few minutes' walk away. Until a few months previously they had 
been able to meet two or three times a week, but now scarcely met. 

Other old people who could manoeuvre fairly well in their own 
locality could not travel far or could not afford the fares. They often 
expressed their affection for distant brothers and sisters through 
intermediary relatives or by writing letters. This was one striking 
way in which affections were reinforced. It even applied to brothers 
and sisters who had emigrated many years previously. There were 
just under 40 of these, most of them being the eldest in the family. 
Although one widow’s brother had been in Canada for over 40 
years ‘not a week passes but that he doesn't write to me. There must 
have been a hold-up in the post a short time back because last week 
1 had four letters.’ A man kept up a regular correspondence with his 
brother and two sisters in America. During the war he saw a lot of 
their sons and when on leave they used to stay with him or his 
youngest sister. 

There were sometimes special reasons for the weaker relationship. 
Some women did not visit their brothers much because they did not 
like their wives. One man did not see his brother because, it seemed, 
he had been ‘a past grandmaster of the Ancient Order of Druids.’ 
Some brothers and sisters had been separated from an early age 
because of the death of their parents, when they were brought up 
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in orphanages or entered domestic service. This does not happen so 
often today. ^ 

Although tics with brothers and sisters were generally less close 
than they had been and were much less close than those with children 
and grandchildren old people felt they could often be depended on. 
In times of stress they knew they could fall back on them. One woman 
said of her sisters, ‘We don’t see much of them, but we all know 
where to find them when we want them.’ Others gave instances of 
mutual aid during the war, when brothers and sisters provided a 
temporary home for each other when they were evacuated or 
bombed out. 

Maintaining the Tie 

For a number of reasons, then, the relationship between many 
people and their siblings had weakened over time. But a close rela- 
tionship was in fact maintained with some and regular visits were 
still made to others, if less frequently. Nearly one-fifth of those with 
siblings saw at least one every day, and another quarter saw at least 
one every week. 2 This is, however, a generalised statement about 
associations between relatives which, as so often, becomes more 
revealing when broken down into statements about people of differ- 
ent sex, marital status and social situation. 

First, men saw less of both brothers and sisters than women. 
They saw 3% of their brothers and 9% of their sisters at least once a 
week, while women saw 16% and 34% respectively as often as this. 
Although, proportionately, nearly as many brothers as sisters lived 
within a mile, the latter were seen more often. This adds to the evi- 
dence of the predominance of women in kinship affairs. 

Second, widowed people saw more than married people of their 
brothers and sisters, though the difference was not marked. They 
saw 21% of their siblings every week, and married people 17%. 
After the death of a husband or wife people seemed to seek consola- 
tion in the company of another relative, often a son or daughter 
but sometimes a sister. Occasionally a widower looked on his sister 
as partly replacing his wife. 

Third, single and childless people saw most of siblings. As Tabic 
27 shows, a third of the brothers and over half the sisters of both 
single and married or widowed but childless old people were seen 
every week, many of them every day. People with children had fewer 

1 In 1931 there were 1*3 million female domestic servants (indoor) in England 
and Wales, or 8% of the female population over 15. This proportion had remained 
fairly steady since the early part of the century. In 1951 there were only 703, (X)0, 
or less than 4% of the female population. 

2 Details are given in Table 56 in Appendix 4. 
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contacts. Close relations with siblings had been maintained by those 
who had no husband or wife or children to occupy the centre of their 
affections and whose parents had died. This adds to the evidence of 
the way substitutes and replacements are found within the family 
circle for non-existent or lost relatives. 


TABLE 27 

Per Cent of Brothers and Sisters seen Daily (and Weekly) 
by Old People 


Old people 


Brothers 



Sisters 



% seen 

% seen 

Total 

% seen 

% seen 

Total 


daily 

weekly 


daily 

weekly 


Single 

Married or widowed 

10 

29 

21 

28 

56 

25 

but no surviving 
child(rcn) 

13 

33 

15 

33 

54 

24 

Married or widowed 







but with surviving 
child(rcn) 

2 

9 

185 

4 

20 

267 

Total 

4 

13 

221 

9 

25 

316 


In the sample there were 18 spinsters and bachelors, four of whom 
had no siblings. Half of the remainder lived with, and others nearby, 
a brother or sister. A special 20?,^, sample of the household schedules 
completed at the time of the 1951 Census in Bethnal Green confirmed 
this result.^ Only Vy', of married women over the age of 60 but 39% of 
single women of the same age were living with brothers and sisters. 
This is a noteworthy fact. 

Single old people often lived with or near an unmarried brother or 
sister. As many as six of the 14 single people with siblings were in 
this situation. (Another had previously Jived with a sister after the 
parents’ death. ‘But she tried to make me join her down the slippery 
slope, going off to sleep with men, and we quarrelled.') It seemed 
that two unmarried children who lost their parents when they them- 
selves were adult often remained together. A brother or sister may 
partly substitute for a husband or wife. One spinster said, ‘1 don’t 
tell anyone this. Even my sister doesn't know. But I could have 
married my brother-in-law when our other sister died. He asked me 
to but he had his daughter and I didn’t like to leave my sister on 
her own. I’ve always been happy and I wasn’t one of those what 
they say chase men. We’ve always had the chapel to go to and we’ve 
had our work.’ 

^ Details are shown in Table 63, Appendix 4. 
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Married and widowed people in the sample showed special con- 
cern for their unmarried brothers and sisters. Occasionally married 
women gave them a home but this caused difficulties with husbands. 
‘Relations are best apart. When it’s single relations it’s different, but 
not married ones.' ‘It’s best to wait until you can get a place of your 
own. It’s best to live apart from relations. If it’s only one room, a 
creep and a crawl.’ More often the unmarried brother or sister lived 
on in the parents’ old home, and their married sisters kept a watchful 
eye over them. One married woman had an unmarried brother living 
nearby. He was in ill-health and she cleaned his flat and took him 
meals every day. ‘I couldn't leave my brother to look after himself. 
You can’t leave your family when they need you.' Another woman 
said, ‘If you're the same temperament you can't live together. It 
depends how you get on. If you're near one another you can lend a 
helping hand.’ 

The role of women in setting themselves up as guardian angels 
over unmarried brothers and sisters was an important one. Some 
old people would otherwise have lacked care and companionship, 
especially when ill and feeble. The tenacity of the sibling relationship 
sometimes disclosed was extreme. A widow of 65 lived alone in a 
flat adjoining another occupied by her single sister. On one visit to 
the home the latter was seen. She had wild, staring eyes, a croaky 
voice, wiry grey hair sticking out from her head like a brush, and 
one yellow tooth in an otherwise toothless mouth. The widow said 
her sister was ‘funny in the head’ and she assumed the role of pro- 
tector, getting the shopping, helping with the cleaning and keeping 
her company. ‘She spends an evening with me. Wc talk about our 
home life when we were children and have a good laugh, remember- 
ing things.’ 

Many single and childless people gave much more help to their 
relatives than they received. A woman, in particular, often acted as 
family nurse and bottlcwashcr. 

Mrs, Munnally was a widow with no children. ‘I’ve always been the 
one in my family who has looked after them in illness. 1 looked after 
my brother (who was bedridden) for 15 years. I suppose it’s me not 
having children.’ She said she had also looked after her mother and 
father when they were frail and before they died in their mid-eighties. 
She had also nursed an elder widowed sister. Years previously, after 
another sister died in a ’flu epidemic, she had reared a niece. She now saw 
this niece and a sister nearly every day. 

This is a good example of the way childless and single people found 
substitutes for husbands or wives and children within the kinship 
network. Through siblings they were often drawn into a three-genera- 
tion family and took on functions similar to those of breadwinner, 
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mother, grandmother or housewife. As a consequence they had 
closer relationships than others with siblings and nephews and nieces 
in old age. One old widower without children had been living with 
his mother and a dead sister's single daughter until the recent death 
of his mother. He continued to live with the niece, and a sister living 
nearby called every morning to do his shopping. Her children called 
to sec him nearly every day. A married man lived with his crippled 
wife. They had no children and no surviving brothers or sisters but 
a niece looked after his wife every day while he was at work and 
spent several hours in his home. These are instances of the urge or 
need to belong to a three-generation family when lacking descend- 
ants. 

The Second Mother 

After the death of the mother the eldest sister sometimes prevented 
or delayed the disintegration of the sibling group. She protected its 
unity. Her role was of particular importance if the mother died 
before all the children were married or when some of them were 
separated from their wives, or were widowed, crippled, infirm or 
mentally backward. She partly assumed her mother’s role and looked 
after the interests of the family, taking responsibility for the family 
problems and continuing its traditions. One woman repeatedly men- 
tioned her ‘Samaritan sister’, the eldest, who, in emergencies, had 
stood by each member of the family. 

The eldest sister’s responsibility in adult life derived partly from 
her experience in childhood. A mother with several children in 
Bethnal Green expected her eldest daughter to look after some of 
the younger children in the day and help bath them and put them to 
bed. There were many references to the ‘little mother’ of from 10 
to 15 who was almost as efficient as the mother in attending to the 
home and to young children. Indeed, some old people gave instances 
of the eldest daughter bringing up the children after the early death 
of the mother. Some, who were eldest sisters, talked of their siblings 
as if they were their children. 

Talking about her brothers and sisters Mrs. Duckworth said, ‘When 
Mum died I sort of took her place. Me being the eldest I’d like to know 
how they all are. I’m the eldest, so I’m entitled to know. They all pop 
along to me.’ 

Mr. Hawthorn said of his eldest sister, ‘She was the only one who 
stayed single. She was like my second mother.’ 

Some married women had given a home to younger unmarried 
brothers and sisters and a few still had them in their homes. Their 
role as second mother was strengthened because they were so much 
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older. In many of the larger families of origin in Bethnal Green the 
eldest was often 20 and sometimes nearly 30 years older than the 
youngest. One woman had brought up and now lived near her 
youngest sister, 18 years her junior. Such age-differences reinforced 
the eldest sister’s authority. 

The part she played in caring for her siblings, if the mother died 
young, sometimes resulted in a close relationship between sibling 
and niece or nephew or cousin. The youngest in the family was 
sometimes of the same age as his eldest sister’s children. A widow 
aged 78 had almost a courtship relationship with a nephew of 70, 
who lived on the other side of London. ‘I meet Albert at 2.45 every 
Saturday at Marble Arch. We go in one of the parks or sit in Lyons 
Corner House and then go to a show.’ They spent their holidays 
together and ‘he gets me over a lot of my worries. He tells me not 
to go worrying and stops me being lonely.* The widow’s mother died 
at an early age and she was brought up by her eldest sister, 15 years 
older, along with this sister’s children, the oldest of whom was 
Albert. 

The eldest sister, like the mother, often refused to discriminate in 
her affections for different brothers and sisters. She said it was a 
rule not to have favourites (though like the mother, this ideal was 
not always practised). Her attitude differed from that of most old 
people, who expressed a particular affection for one brother or sister, 
usually one nearest them in age. One woman remarked that her sib- 
lings had always gone about in pairs of those nearest in age. Gener- 
ally, with the exception of ‘second mother’ relationships, the greater 
the difference in age between siblings, the less they saw each other in 
old age. 

In this chapter we have followed the relationship between siblings 
over the latter part of the life cycle just as, in the previous chapter, 
we did the same with the relationship between parent and child. The 
main conclusion is that as people became older and had children and 
grandchildren they saw less of siblings. This trend became more 
marked after the death of the parents and when differences in status 
developed. But unmarried, childless and widowed people usually 
maintained or renewed close contact. Old people saw more of 
their sisters than of their brothers, and married people saw more of 
the wife’s than of the husband’s siblings. 
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IX 


THE EXTENDED FAMILY AND THE 
KINSHIP NETWORK 


SPARING USE has been made of the term ‘the extended family’ 
in previous chapters. Its meaning has been implied rather than stated. 
Yet evidence gradually built up shows some such term is needed to 
describe the family group of which most old people (and others) in 
Bethnal Green were in fact members. Their lives, and their prob- 
lems, could be understood only against this background. This chapter 
will first describe how often people belonged to such a family and 
will go on to summarise its main features and show its place within 
the kinship network. 

The immediate family may be said to consist of one or both parents 
and their unmarried children living in one household. Any two of its 
members stand in one of three relationships to each other: wife/hus- 
band, parent/unmarried child, unmarried sibling/unmarried sibling. 
This is shown in Diagram 3. A single person, two unmarried siblings 
or a married couple living in a single household arc not described 
as a family. The extended family may be said to consist of a group of 
relatives, comprising more than an immediate family, who live in one, 
two or more households, usually in a single locality, and who see each 
other every day, or nearly every day. At least two of its members 
stand in a relationship other than the three possible relationships of 
the immediate family described above. Most commonly, as we have 
seen, the extended family consists of three generations of relatives, 
—grandparents, married children and grandchildren— in contrast to 
the immediate family of two generations. Sometimes, however, when 
the grandparents, say, are dead, a group consisting of two or more 
immediate families — such as two married sisters, husbands and child- 
ren— can also be treated as an extended family. When the members 
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DIAGRAM 3 

THE IMMEDIATE FAMILY (^showing th« UiPM poss'iblo rslotionshl ps) 


HOUSEHOLD 

wife/husband 



THE EXTENDED FAMILY ('ll Ivistrotiog possible Unking relotionships) 
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live in two, three or more households not all may be in daily 
association but only the ‘connecting* members of each household.^ 
Normally the individual benefits from the domestic, social and 
economic services implied in his membership. As we have seen, 
there is great range and variety in the functions of the family. We 
can in practice rely on an index of frequency of contact with relatives 
as a guide to the extent of interchange of services, such as shopping, 
washing, cleaning, looking after children, nursing in illness and so on. 

Thus, in Bethnal Green 58% of the old people, as shown in 
Table 28, belonged to a three-generation extended family in the 
sense that they saw relatives of the two succeeding generations every 
day or nearly every day and shared much of their lives with them. 
The group of relatives varied in size from 6 to over 20. Generally 
it was built around grandmother, daughter, and grandchild, but 
variations were introduced by the sex and number of surviving 
children, the marital status and degree of incapacity of old people, 
and the geographical scatter of relatives. 

Mrs. Knock, aged 64, lived with her husband, a single son and a 
granddaughter of eight years old. Her eldest daughter lived in the next 
street and her youngest daughter in the same street. She saw them and 
their children every day. They helped her with the shopping and she 
looked after the grandchildren when they were at work. Money was 
exchanged for these services. Her youngest son, recently married, lived 
two streets away and called every evening. Her two daughters had the 
midday meal with her and she sent a meal to her youngest son because 
his wifb was at work in the day. 

Most other people belonged to family groupings of two generations 
(25% of the sample) or one (6%). Some of these people, it should be 
remembered, had no children or grandchildren. Usually these family 
groups were extended families, as already defined, but for conveni- 
ence a few immediate families, composed, say, of a widow and two 
middle-aged unmarried daughters, and a few groups of two or three 
unmarried siblings, have been included. 

Mr. Erskinc, aged 69, lived with his wife and two single sons. He had 
four married children, two living 12 miles away, one in an adjoining 
borough and one, the youngest daughter, in the same street. This 
daugliter had married recently and she had no children. She visited the 
home every day. One of the other three children was seen one evening a 
week but the other two only about once a month. They could not be 
said to be part of a group dependent on one another day by day. No 
grandchild lived near and none was seen more often than once a month. 


1 For a fuller discussion of kinship terms see Young, M., and Wiilmott, P., 
op. Cl/., p. 201. 
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Mr. Erskine had a blind sister he visited every week. The married daugh- 
ter living nearby helped his wife with the shopping and various other 
jobs and she and another daughter recently cared for her during an 
illness. 

Miss Dingley, a spinster aged 65, lived alone. A single sister lived 
next door and co-operated with her in many household tasks. They 
had an evening meal and week-end meals together and looked after one 
another in illness. There were no other relatives nearby. They had one 
married sister and one married brother, both living outside London, 
whom they had not seen for years. But they talked affectionately of a 
nephew and his family living in Kent whom they saw fairly often. Miss 
Dingley stayed with him at Christmas and Easter and had spent her 
summer holiday at his home. His children sometimes stayed with her 
sister next door during school holidays. 

Some married couples and single old people saw no relative daily. 
Some of them saw little of their kin; others had none to see. They 
formed 11% of the sample. 

Mr. Craddell, 74, lived alone in one room. He was unmarried and 
had only one sibling, a brother living several miles away who had four 
children. Both brothers had served in the merchant navy and had rarely 
met throughout their lives. Mr. Craddell had not seen his brother and 
his nephews and nieces for two years. ‘It’s like swans turning on their 
ciders. I don’t know one perfect family. I suppose I’m the black sheep 
of mine. I’m one of the relics of the past. 1 don’t mix in no company.’ 

TABLE 28 

Per Cent of Old People Belonging to Various Family Groups 


Family situation * Old people 

V 

/o 

Member of extended family of three generations 58 

Member of family group of two generations 25 

Member of family group of one generation 6 

With spouse only 5 

Entirely alone 6 

Total 100 

Number 203 


♦ Determined strictly in terms of the relatives seen every day or nearly every 
day. 

The definitions which mark off the different groups give a rough 
picture, but only a rough picture, of the reality. Associations with 
different relatives, as the examples testify, shade imperceptibly from 
those where relatives play an intimate role in daily life to those where 
they are seen, say, one evening a week. The dividing line is blurred. 
Even among the minority of married couples and single old people in 
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Bethnal Green who saw no relative daily some saw several relatives 
weekly. But in attempting to draw a fairly precise line on the basis of 
daily contacts between relatives the importance of the three-genera- 
tion family as a major social institution providing daily care for old 
and young emerges more clearly. What seem to be its major fea- 
tures? In summing up these we can draw upon the evidence of earlier 
chapters. 

Features of the Extended Family 

Most of an individual’s basic rights, obligations and needs are 
expressed and satisfied, if present assumptions are correct, in the 
extended family of three generations. This is as true of children as 
of old people. After all, they may usually belong to this family from 
birth to death and arc continually schooled in behaviour which can 
be reconciled with the interests of the three generations. This is 
where they first learn about arbitration between selfish interests, 
about loyalty to a group and duty to others and about the control 
and management of the problems of daily life. This is where they 
first sec what it will mean to be husband or wife, parent and grand- 
parent. Childhood ties with grandparents, parents and brothers and 
sisters arc only gradually replaced and supplemented by others with 
husbands, wives, children and grandchildren. For all kinds of reason, 
as we saw in Chapter VIl, the bond between parent and child often 
does not weaken much after the child’s marriage. It is this continuity 
of relationships with the extended family throughout individual life 
which is so striking. 

The relatives in the extended family arc distributed over a number 
of households held together by the common services and activities 
that go on among and between them. Quite apart from obligations 
which may exist thore is much of mutual advantage until the last 
ebbing of life. The grandmother may be of as much value to her 
daughter in looking after the grandchildren as the daughter is of 
value in looking after her mother in illness and old age. The balanc- 
ing of interests, needs and satisfactions between the generations is 
largely a result of the reciprocation of services between individual 
members of the family, which helps to explain its strength. 

The family is continually regenerating itself through the cycle of 
birth, marriage and death, enrolling new members as old members 
die. As time passes, an individual marries and so gains a new set of 
kindred. As he gets older children and grandchildren begin to take 
the place of parents and siblings as intimate companions. Wife takes 
the place of mother, and (in some respects) daughter of wife. Even 
when there are no children there are usually nephews or nieces or 
cousins, if not siblings, who partly compensate. An orphan brought 

112 



THE EXTENDED FAMILY AND THE KINSHIP NETWORK 

up by his mother’s sister calls her ‘Mum’. One thing brought out 
time and again in the course of the previous analysis is the way an 
individual’s relationships adjust to variations in family composition. 
Childless and single people see more of siblings than people with 
children. Those with sons but not daughters see more of daughters- 
in-law than other people. Those with fewest relatives seem often to 
intensify their contacts with them. Even the unmarried or childless 
are often drawn into a three-generation family. One of the chief 
functions of kinship associations is to provide replacements for 
intimate kin lost by death, or migration. A second function is to 
compensate for the absence of children, grandchildren or siblings 
by providing substitutes or preserving into old age some of the 
ties of childhood and adolescence. There may be substitutes for sib- 
lings and children as well as parents. In one meaningful sense the 
extended family of three generations is a self-balancing or self- 
correcting institution to which the principles of replacement and 
compensation arc fundamental. 

If the family of three generations frequently exists then particular 
rules, consciously or unconsciously defined, must be applied to limit 
its membership. When two people marry there is potential conflict 
between them in their loyalties to their respective fiimilics of origin. 
As we have seen, the conflict seems to be resolved or regulated by 
acknowledgment of the precedence of the claim of the wife’s mother 
and therefore of the special unity between grandmother^ daughter and 
daughter's child. The family system of care is largely built round 
these three. One thing reinforcing its unity and the general pre- 
dominance of women in affairs of kinship is the fact that men 
generally die before their wives, particularly now that so few women 
die in childbirth. 

There are certain consequences. Since there is a close bond between 
grandmother, daughter and grandchild there is also an implicit, if not 
explicit, rule of reserve between parent and child-in-law^ which some- 
times takes the form of avoidance. This reserve is found especially 
in the relationship between mother and daughter-in-law, though it 
enters into most relationships between parents and children-in-law 
and, indeed, between affinal relatives of other kinds. The fact that 
hostility is more often expressed between mother and son-in-law is 
partly the consequence of men tending to join their wives’ family 
group. Proximity makes contact, and hence friction, almost in- 
evitable. They usually see more of their wives’ brothers and sisters 
than their own. But man and wife can still practise a measure of 
avoidance, by maintaining separate associations with blood rela- 
tives. Wife’s mother, wife and wife’s child meet in the day when the 
men are at work. The husband visits his parents by himself. 
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The maintenance of these separate associations helps to produce 
segregation between man and wife in their financial, domestic and 
family roles. When a family system of care is organised by female 
relatives living near one another there is less need for a man to play 
a part. And because they have separate occupations and their own 
loyalties outside marriage, their relationship is more contractual. 
They are more likely to be interrupted in their moments alone 
together and less likely to accompany each other on evenings out. 

Support from Outside 

The extended family is buttressed by being in touch with other 
similar groups which lend it strength and cohesion. Each individual 
and each family is at the centre of a complex network of relation- 
ships. Through a sister a person knows the sister’s family, through 
the mother, the mother’s sisters and their children. A few ‘connect- 
ing’ relatives make acquaintance easy with scores of relatives. 
Individuals usually know something about 50 relatives, sometimes 
hundreds. Once, when the matter was pursued at length, 260 rela- 
tives were traced, covering six generations. A great-grandmother of 
80 said proudly, ‘My grandfather’s mother owned a rag shop in 
Hoxton, on the bridge there.’ A man claimed French ancestry dating 
back to 1646. However, these examples were rare: few people 
claimed knowledge of relatives further removed than their grand- 
parents or great-grandparents, and sometimes not even as far away 
as that. Generally speaking, more relatives were traced on the 
mother’s than on the father’s side. Nearly always a wife knew more 
about both sets of relatives than did her husband. One man confessed, 
‘I don’t know much about my relatives, to tell you the truth’; he was 
not unusual. 

The same Christian names were often repeated through three, 
four and five generations. The eldest son was usually called after the 
father and the eldest daughter after the mother. ‘You used to cause 
jealousy, if you didn’t name children after the grandparents and 
aunts and uncles.’ Many people still felt some identity with older 
relatives because they shared the same Christian name. One woman 
said this did not cause confusion. Relatives could talk about ‘little 
Rose’ and ‘big Rose.’ The custom of naming people after their 
ancestors has lost much of its force in recent years. 

Even distant relationships produced strong feelings of obligation. 
People said, ‘We’ve always been brought up to be united. It’s in 
the blood. We’ve always stuck together.’ They mentioned distant 
cousins, never seen before, who suddenly appeared on their door- 
steps. This happened frequently during the war, when servicemen 
from the Commonwealth were stationed in Britain. Always they 
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were welcomed and given a meal, and a bed for the night if they 
wanted it. The occasion, sometimes never repeated, was remem- 
bered with a clarity and a warmth rarely equalled in memories of 
meetings with non-related people. 

As people got older they usually lost touch with collateral relatives, 
especially cousins. The young children of two sisters meeting at the 
grandmother’s house may see a great deal of each other but when 
they grow up and the grandmother dies, and afterwards their own 
two mothers, they meet less and less frequently. In general old people 
in Bethnal Green possessed knowledge of most of their first cousins, 
especially on the mother’s side, but rarely did they see them, except 
by chance. What Mr. Fairly had to say about cousins was typical. 

‘Of course I see them. I see them walking about in Bethnal Green. 
We often bump into one or the other of them. No, we don’t visit one 
another, it’s just if we happen to sec one another in the street. Of course 
I treat them all better because I know this is my cousin. Only a fortnight 
ago when T was having a drink up the Bethnal Green Road I saw a 
fellow and he said to me, “It’s years since 1 saw you. Your name 
Fairly? So’s mine. Aren’t you Henry Fairly’s boy? I’m Alf’s.’’ Then 
we had a good drink and a chat. When I was younger 1 used to see more 
of my cousins. Yes, when my father and his brothers were alive. Me and 
my father used to go over there. Even now there’s at least fourteen 
cousins living up the Bethnal Green Road.’ 

The discovery of a relative in need often made people uncomfort- 
able and anxious to do something to help. Cousins or aged uncles 
and aunts who had no support from close relatives tended to be 
given support by distant ones. The familial principles of replacement 
or compensation, based on a deep-seated sense of obligation to kin, 
drew them together. A 65-years-old woman, herself 15 years a widow, 
continued to visit her husband’s 90-ycars-old aunt, who was un- 
married and lived alone in a neighbouring street. Twice a week she 
took a meal, fetched the shopping and helped to clean the home. 
A married woman visited an unmarried first cousin once removed 
‘to give her company’ two or three afternoons a week, although she 
had a full programme of family activities. This meant there were 
exceptions to the general rule that first or second cousins and other 
distant relatives rarely met in old age. It also meant many people 
placed confidence in relatives they seldom met. They mentioned cou- 
sins or nephews or widowed sisters-in-law whom they had known 
intimately at some stage in their lives or who were the children or 
wives of near relatives they had loved. Perhaps they had stayed in 
their homes during the war when they were evacuated, or they had 
worked or spent holidays together. For many reasons these were 
people to fall back upon in time of trouble, a comforting line of 
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reserves. Knowledge of this support system of relatives gave people 
a sense of security. They were not anonymous; they were known 
and could, if necessary, realise a claim on someone outside the 
extended family. 

Ceremonial and Holidays 

The kinship network was sustained in various ways, one of the 
most important being through ritual or ceremonial. There were 
engagement parties, weddings, golden weddings, churchings, 
christenings, birthdays and funerals at which varying numbers of 
relatives gathered. Weddings involved careful preparations and 
provided something to talk about for long afterwards. Sometimes 
100 but more commonly between 20 and 50 relatives attended. Old 
people often played a part, sometimes a major one. A woman of 70 
remarked in April that she had been to five weddings already that 
year. Another in her mid-sixties said, ‘I think they have a lot of big 
weddings these days. My son had a big wedding and we had to have 
two sittings. I didn’t get back here till five the next morning. I was 
coming back down this street singing at the top of my voice, “I can’t 
find my way home.” ’ The ceremony renewed bonds between distant 
kin and symbolised the start of a relationship between the husband’s 
and the wife’s family which formerly did not exist. It sometimes 
allowed the primacy of the bride’s mother’s claim on the newly- 
married couple to be acknowledged publicly. It also served as an 
outlet for hostility between one group and another within the kin- 
ship network, which helped to preserve and express the solidarity of 
each. 

One woman’s daughter said: 

‘There were 80 at my wedding, nearly all relatives. All the husband’s 
and wife’s families, aunts and cousins too. We had the reception here. 
The place was crowded out. We took all the furniture out Saturday 
night and it went on till the early hours of the next morning. We didn’t 
have a honeymoon because we’d had our holidays before. When you 
have a wedding in your own home, there’s more clinging together. In 
these halls, and I’ve been to lots of them, the wife’s family and the 
husband’s family get together at either end of the hall. They just stand 
and look at one another. My husband’s mother was a bit off-hand with 
Mum, but that’s all. When you’re in your own home, you kind of muck 
in more.’ 

Funerals were also elaborate affairs, but usually limited to smaller 
numbers. Children under 10 were rarely allowed to take part. Old 
people approved strongly of the ceremony and liked to think that 
when their turn came they would be accorded the same respect. It 
gave them comfort to think their departure from life would be recog- 
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nised in this way and not passed over as something uneventful. Often 
there were between 10 and 25 ‘followers’, and other relatives went 
to the ‘grounds’. The various features of the ritual demanded by 
custom, such as the wearing of black, the drawn curtains, the black- 
coated men with top-hats walking before the hearse when it first 
leaves the precincts of the home, the expensive wreaths covering the 
coffin, the gleaming Rolls-Royces, the gravestone, the service, the 
tea following the return from the funeral, even the weeping of 
the widow or widower, publicly symbolised the bereavement of the 
individual and the family and expressed its unity. Proper respect was 
paid to a departed member of the family; the bonds between the 
remaining members were renewed or were adjusted, sometimes 
through quarrels, to new family patterns; and the extended family 
closed its ranks. 

Mrs. Thackeray had been to a number of funerals in recent years. 
‘My husband was the youngest of 16, we were always going to funerals. 
We got to know Manor Park so well that we got browned off. One year 
we went to about four or five of them. That’s the only time we saw some 
relatives. My husband’s sister-imlaw said to me at one of them “Isn’t it 
terrible we have to meet on these times?” Well, it wasn’t our fault wo 
didn't meet at other limes. You have your own families to attend to. It 
isn’t as if they asked you over. Her and me nearly had a bit of a bundle 
over that. What a cheek, coming saying things like that.’ 

Quarrels sometimes broke out over the inheritance of money and 
possessions. A few people mentioned sums of £100, £150 or £400 
they had been left by uncles or aunts or parents. More often posses- 
sions other than money were involved. ‘There’s generally a share- 
out,’ said one woman. ‘When my Mum and Dad died I had the 
wringer. Someone else had the figures with shades. Someone else 
had the armchairs.’ The possessions were not divided like this be- 
tween the children when one was unmarried. The unmarried one 
had everything. ‘My single sister had all my mother’s things.’ 

Many family parties were arranged for engagements, birthdays, 
christenings and so on. One grandmother said, ‘I made room for 15 
(including a first cousin once removed) when my granddaughter got 
engaged last week.’ Others told of their own birthdays. 

Mrs Renfrew, a widow of 76 who lived alone, spoke of her birthday a 
fortnight earlier. ‘I’ve never had such a birthday. I didn’t know about it 
either (beforehand). My eldest son took a place in Brest Street. They got 
the room done up and then we all went along. All the family. There 
were more than 30 of us. We had a nice tea and a lovely cake and a good 
booze-up at night time. We made our own amusement. And I sung like 
blazes. My eldest son arranged it all and the wives helped. Some of us 
were under the table, I can tell you, at the end.’ 
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On birthdays most people received cards, sometimes just a few but 
occasionally as many as fifty, nearly all from relatives. The exchange 
of cards was greater at Christmas. People said they were ‘never for- 
gotten* and, except for those with few relatives, they had at least 20 
cards. At one interview carried out just before Christmas a total of 
over 60 cards was counted. This festival was one to which people 
looked forward for months and put money aside each week. On 
Christmas Eve it was common to receive visits from more distant 
relatives and on Christmas Day and Boxing Day to have dinner and 
tea in a family gathering usually numbering from 6 to 15, but some- 
times as many as 20 or 30 and people spoke of ‘eating in relays’. 
The following extract from a tape-recording with a woman in her 
early sixties provides a rather extreme example: 

Q You mentioned to me before, something that interested me about 
Christmas. You said you always used to gather together. 

A Every year, I think it’s about ^ years. 

Q At your mother-in-law’s? How many used to be there? 

A Well, it started with about 12 of us and ended up with 50 of us. 

Q Well, how did you ever get in? 

A We didn’t get in, we had to squeeze in. 

Q Was it for Christmas dinner, or just in the evening, or what do you 
mean when you gathered there? 

A Well, we always went Christmas tea-time. We used to have our 
Boxing Day dinner round there and tea, and we used to come home 
Boxing night. We always stayed round there, always. Then Boxing 
afternoon we’d play cards, you know, like that, but we’ve always 
been round there. 

Q But who managed it all? Did your mother-in-law cook? 

A Yes, she done the dinner with a couple of the girls. You see our 
children was little then. Well, the little ones didn’t used to count 
much. When they’re grown up they take more room. Well, there’s 
11 children and 11 husbands and their children. Well, now there’s 
the children grown up, the children’s married and got their children. 
Well, that makes the family bigger still. 

Gatherings of a large number of relatives were not confined to 
special occasions only. References were made to other meetings of 
kin involving a larger circle than those relatives who were in daily 
contact. Family teas were sometimes held on Saturday or Sunday 
afternoons, and these sometimes turned into evening sing-songs or 
parties. One woman said some 20-30 relatives met every weekend in 
a pub. She spoke of the previous Saturday. ‘There was a big table 
of men and a big table of women. Our husbands buy our beer and 
all the men treat one another. One has a call and then another has a 
call. They all have a jaw, you know. The women all sit round.’ An- 
other said, ‘Only last month 15 of us got together when my niece 
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came over from Southend. By the time we sat down to tea together 
I suppose with all the children there must have been 24 of us. Some- 
times on a Saturday we’re sitting here and someone comes and I 
start getting tea and before I know where I am the place is crowded 
out.’ Of course, infirm old people tended to play less part in such 
family activities, but even a few of these mentioned a striking number 
of family gatherings in the home. 

Mrs. Cheevers was an infirm married woman in her early seventies. 
‘At Christmas, that’s when they all come round. That’s the time when 
the family really gathers together. That's the time the family meets.* 
She celebrated her golden wedding three weeks previously. ‘The children 
clubbed together for a tea-party for us. You can see all the cards up there 
now. I still have them up. My husband says I ought to take them down 
but I like them there. (There were over 20 cards, many with gilt ribbon 
and padded red hearts, strung on a piece of string in one corner of the 
room.) There were 24 of us here (children, in-laws, grandchildren, 
nephews and nieces) and Albert played the piano. It was a good party. 
They used to gather here Saturday evenings and they still do sometimes.’ 

Holidays were sometimes spent at the homes of distant relatives, 
or mention was made of a large group going on holiday to a seaside 
resort together. A few told of a week or fortnight spent in a holiday 
camp with 8 or 10, or even 15, relatives. One woman said her family 
had a bungalow ‘hut’ outside London where they spent weekends. 
‘There’s usually seven or eight of us there. I sleep in the single bed 
with my grandson. He says, “Nan, mind you don’t kick.’’ My 
daughter and her husband must come where Nan goes. . . . The 
holiday I like best is Easter. It’s what I call a sacred holiday and we 
usually spend it at the hut.’ A few people said they went regularly in 
family groups to the Kent hopficlds for a month. 

In these different ways — to sum up — the individual and the ex- 
tended family maintained links with scores of people. Many were the 
children or husbands of siblings and of parents’ siblings. Through 
common or ‘connecting’ near-relatives people were brought into 
touch with other individuals and other families. Often they were 
invited to the same family gatherings and so could renew a relation- 
ship. Through ritual and through help in time of trouble group 
solidarity could be sustained. To feel an obligation to a sister was, at 
one remove, to feel an obligation to the sister’s child. The network 
of kinship and the support system of reciprocal obligations spread 
outwards. Within the network the extended family was, to the indi- 
vidual, the most important group. As members of this family most 
old people in Bethnal Green found security, occupation and interest 
day by day. 
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FAMILY AND COMMUNITY 


AFTER SO MUCH DISCUSSION of family life one troubling 
question is inevitably raised. Has the importance of the family to 
old people in Bethnal Green been exaggerated? How important were 
people and activities outside? This chapter attempts to put the pre- 
vious data, at least to some extent, into perspective. It considers 
some of the relationships between family and community, and shows 
how many people had contact with neighbours and friends and went 
to churches, clubs and cinemas. 

Associations with neighbours and friends proved difficult to 
explore. In the first place relatives often lived next door or in the 
same street and care had to be taken not to confuse them with non- 
relatives. At one interview a woman appeared to spend most of her 
day with her next-door neighbour and only by chance at the end did 
it turn out that the neighbour was in fact a sister-in-law. In the same 
way people sometimes talked about ‘friends’ who were later found 
to be relatives. These were usually cousins or in-laws of the same 
generation. A more awkward problem was the ditferent meanings 
given to the terms ‘neighbour’ and ‘friend’. Often a neighbour with 
whom there was a close relationship was no longer thought to be a 
neighbour but a friend. Thus a question about neighbours was inter- 
preted by many people to apply only to those non-relatives living 
around them who were not friends. This partly explained some puzz- 
ling experiences in the early interviews, when people at first said, 
in complete honesty and good faith, they had nothing to do with 
their neighbours but later, in discussion, revealed they had a fairly 
close association with one or two of them. Apart from the ambiguity 
of the terms ‘neighbour’ and ‘friend’ other difficulties arose because 
people expressed as social norms general views about others living 
around them which differed widely from their actual behaviour. 
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Ideally, it would have been desirable to ask questions about each 
of the neighbours in turn, using the term ‘neighbour’ as little as 
possible. This was not practicable in an inquiry directed chiefly 
towards gaining knowledge of family life. Instead, a number of 
questions were designed to find whether each old person had regular 
contact with a neighbour or friend. Operationally, ‘neighbour’ was 
defined as an unrelated person living in the same street or block, and 
‘friend* as an unrelated person not living in the same street or block, 
with whom there was customary or prearranged contact at least once 
a month on average. 

Altogether 66% of the old people had regular contact with un- 
related persons (compared with 97% with relatives). They visited, or 
were visited by, at least one neighbour or friend (or met a friend out- 
side) once a month or more on average. Few people, however, had 
regular contacts as much as once or twice a week with more than one 
or two persons unrelated to them, whereas most saw several relatives 
every day or nearly every day. Unless this is remembered the general 
comparison between relatives and non-relatives will be misleading. 

Restraint with Neighbours 

About their neighbours old people were usually emphatic. ‘We very 
seldom see anything of them. We keep ourselves to ourselves.’ ‘ I 
talk to the neighbours but we don’t go into each other’s places.’ ‘We 
keep ourselves quiet. They want to know too much of your business.’ 
‘We just say good morning on the stairs but we don’t see them.’ ‘I 
never go in to see them and they don’t come in here. My mother was 
like that and I suppose I’m the same. I never do such a thing. Mind 
you, they’re friendly neighbours and I chat with them out in the 
street.’ ‘So we are now,’ said one man, waving his hand towards his 
wife and married daughters, ‘that’s how we keep.’ People made 
plain that their loyalties were to their families first. 

They also made plain the characteristics of the good neighbour. 
He, or rather she, was someone who did not expect to spend time 
in your home or pry into your life, who exchanged a civil word in 
the street or over the back-yard fence, who did not make a great 
deal of noise, who could supply a drop of vinegar or a pinch of salt 
if you ran short and who fetched your relatives or the doctor in 
emergencies. The good neighbour’s role was that of an intermediary^ 
in the direct as well as indirect sense. In illness the neighbour might 
be asked to pass a message to relatives or to the doctor. If you lived 
alone you could tap on the wall, or the neighbour came in if she saw 
your bottle of milk still on the doorstep at midday. Sometimes she 
was asked to give a message to a caller — an insurance or rent collector 
or a coalman. But she also provided street-corner news or gossip 
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about the neighbourhood, about other families and about the com- 
munity. She was the go-between, passing news from one family to 
another, one household to another. Her role was a communicative 
but not an intimate one. 

Mr. Hinch, a widower, said his wife used to give unwanted food and 
other things to a woman next door. In return the neighbour had offered 
to help Mr. Hinch whenever she could. I asked whether she was a good 
friend. He said, ‘No, she’s not a friend. That suggests intimacy. There’s 
no association. What she is is what my daughter calls a good neighbour.’ 

A married daughter living in the same house as her mother, Mrs. 
Talcott, confirmed what had been said about neighbours, ‘ We both pass 
the time of day, that’s all. They’d help if we were in any trouble. When 
I was away with John in hospital the woman’s husband next door 
popped in to mend the pipes (which had burst after a cold spell). And 
if either of us run out of anything we pop in to one another. But we 
don’t like people coming in. We never have.’ 

A wife was expected by her husband to give nearly all her atten- 
tions to home and family. Both men and women often referred to this. 
He looked indulgently on her gossiping but did not like her being in 
the homes of others. 

Mr. Witham asserted, ‘It’s just good afternoon, good night. We don’t 
associate. We don’t stand and have gossiping.’ And his wife added, ‘ My 
husband’s never found anyone in my home for 55 years I’ve been 
married. There’s no running into one another’s houses.’ 

Mrs. Reason said, ‘We keep ourselves to ourselves. They generally 
catch me at the door. When the weather’s warmer. They don’t like 
coming in when they know he’s here (her husband). We stand and have 
a little jaw.’ 

Nearly Iwo-thirds of the old people claimed they did not go regu- 
larly into the home of a neighbour and a neighbour did not visit 
them.^ Such marked reserve was, perhaps, largely a means of pre- 
serving marital and family relationships but also a means of avoiding 
personal antagonisms. Loyalties between neighbours are not so deep 
as family loyalties. After a change of circumstance or a minor quarrel 
a former bond may prove to be an embarrassment or a handicap in 
continuing to live in enforced proximity. Relationships between 
neighbours are therefore more likely to be ephemeral or imperma- 
nent and cannot be relied on so surely. Women who had no husbands 

1 A general study of London over 20 years ago came to a similar conclusion. 
‘Where there are relatives living near, visiting and receiving visits make cheerful 
incidents, but very few have any social relations with any other old people, or 
indeed with anyone outside the family, except that some of the men form 
acquaintances on their walks.’ (Smith, Sir H. L., ‘Old Age and Poverty,' op. cit., 

p. 210.) 
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more often sought the company of neighbours. Table 29 shows that 
fewer men than women had contact with neighbours and fewer 
married women than widows and spinsters. 

TABLE 29 

Relationships with Neighbours, by Sex and Marital Status 


Old men Old women 


ii4» vyciff 




All old 

neighbours 

Married Widowed 

Married 

Widowed people 


®/ 

and single 

®/ 

and single 

O/ 0/ 

At least one neigh- 

/o 

/q 

/o 

/o /o 

bour regularly 

visited or visiting* 

22 

13 

32 

51 35 

Casual at most t 

78 

87 

68 

49 65 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 100 

Number 

41 

23 

51 

82 203 

* At least once a month on average. 



t Chatting to neighbours in 

the street or at the doorway but not going into 


each other’s homes. Some claimed to have no contacts at all. 


Although fewer men than women had contact with neighbours 
more met friends. Generally they met outside the home. As Table 
30 shows, women, and especially widows and spinsters, again did 
most visiting in the home. Men often met a friend at a pub, in a park 
or at a football match. Friends who were visited in their homes were 
usually people who had been known at work or even in childhood. 
‘To tell you the truth Tve known her all my life. Her aunt lived next 
to my mother and her nieces minded my children.’ ‘I go to see Mrs. 
Cork every week. I met her when I was at school.’ ‘She used to live 
in the street where 1 lived.’ ‘My husband got to know him through 
fire- watching in the war and we’ve been friends ever since. We go 
to one another’s homes sometimes. We usually meet on Saturday 
nights.’ 

Sometimes man and wife had formed a friendship with another 
couple and went out together or visited each other’s homes. More 
often the wife was absorbed with her home and family and her hus- 
band was, as one woman put it, ‘a lone wolf’. He went to a pub by 
himself, or met some of his friends in the park. ‘My husband likes 
to have a drink and see a friend. He’d chat and make friends with 
anybody, but I’m not like that — only perhaps with one or two of the 
old neighbours.’ The wife was more cautious about friendships. ‘I’ve 
never had a woman friend. We’ve always been our own family. 
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We’re never going visiting people’s houses. Well, it’s only natural. 
When a man comes home he wouldn’t like another woman in the 
house, would he?’ 

TABLE 30 


Relationships with Friends, by Sex and Marital Status 


v/i//i with 

Old men 

Old Women 

All ola 
people 

/\C iwritirilfJ r> f Irl 

friends 

Married 

Widowed 

Married 

Widowed 


% 

and single 

«/ 

/o 

% 

and single 
% 

% 

At least one friend 
regularly visited or 
visiting in the 
home* 

20 

17 

25 

44 

30 

At least one friend 
regularly met out- 
side the home * 

44 

66 

14 

5 

22 

No friend seen regu- 
larly 

36 

17 

61 

51 

47 


— 

— 

— 

— 

— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

41 

23 

57 

82 

203 


* At least once a month on average. 


Church and Chapel-^oini^ 

Some made friends through the Church. Three-quarlcrs gave their 
religion as Church of England. The remainder were mostly Roman 
Catholics, Methodists or Jews, or had no religion. Only 27, or 13%, 
said they went to church as much as once a month. Most of these 
were people belonging^to religions other than the Church of England. 
Widows without children and spinsters were the most frequent 
attenders. Few men, and few married women, went to church or 
chapel. It seemed that to some women (but not to men) church- 
going was a consolation for a solitary life. 

Mrs. Frisk was a widow who had no children. She lived on her own. 
She was a Methodist and occasionally went to chapel. ‘ 1 go when I’ve got 
time. It saves being on my own.’ 

Miss Curry was a Catholic and went to Mass frequently in the week. 
‘I go on outings. I perhaps go with the children to a couple of tea 
parties and theatres.’ She explained that she was strongly attached to the 
Church. ‘ I’m what they call a Virgin of the Church. I have to do whatever 
they want. People come to me and I tell them where the Father is.’ 

Thus a number of people without children made friends through 
their religion. But most people rarely, if ever, went to church. They 
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often expressed guilt at not going. When asked whether they went to 
church they often said, ‘We’ve got to tell the truth. We don’t.’ ‘We 
don’t go but you can be just as good as those that do.’ ‘No, but it’s 
the way you live that matters.’ ‘We’re not church-goers but we’re 
not heathens. If people were only to take a little of their Christianity to 
heart instead of thinking only about going to church the world 
would be a better place.’ For many the church was a place to be 
visited only for weddings, churchings or funerals, though they were 
often anxious to record that ‘We went to Sunday school when we 
were small. My mother always made us do that.’ 

Men sometimes regarded the Church with suspicion or hostility. 
‘You don’t see the Vicar these days. You only see him coming along 
the road with his wife after an evening out.’ ‘The Church is lazy. I 
blame the clergy of today for fewer people going to them. Them 
churches are for rejoicing, not for the poker-faced clergy what’s 
around nowadays.' ‘1 don’t believe in it. I think it's a matter of trade. 
Religion’s only trade for archbishops and deacons.’ 

Clubs 

Other people made friends through clubs. Altogether in the borough 
there were, in 1955, just under 8,000 people of pensionable age. Of 
these about 860, or 11%, were members of the nine old people’s 
clubs under the general control of the Bethnal Green Old People's 
Welfare Committee. Of the sample interviewed 25, or 12%, were 
members of these clubs. The clubs played a considerable role in the 
lives of this minority, with meetings at least once a week, annual 
outings and dinners, and some took the chance of staying at a holiday 
centre outside London. Proportionately more women than men 
belonged to these clubs. Over half the members were widows. Wives 
sometimes belonged to them but, when they did, rarely their hus- 
bands also. 

Those who were not members fell into three groups. First were 
those unable to attend because they were at work, or because they 
were infirm or had infirm relatives to look after. They numbered 53, 
or 30% of non-members. Second were those who, though they ex- 
pressed interest, had not yet bothered to join. They numbered 16, 
or 9%. Third were those not interested in belonging. They did not 
take kindly to such associations or felt they were too absorbed with 
their families. Perhaps the clubs reminded them too forcefully of 
their age. People mixed only with those of their own generation and 
not, as in their families, with those of all ages. They numbered 109, 
or 61% of non-members. One woman said, ‘I don’t want to join an 
old people’s club. I’ve never been to anything like that — no mothers’ 
meetings or anything. A lot of old hypocrites go along to those 
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places to get what they can.’ And a man said, ‘There’s something 
about it I don’t like. Only ten bob the whole trip, dinner and ail. 

1 don’t like the idea I’m getting something for nothing. You get 
pushed on a bus at such and such time. You get pushed into dinner 
and tea. It’s like a Sunday school outing. I like to know, if I want 
to go to Brighton, it’s my day out. I’m free and I’ve got my money 
in my pocket and I can do what I like.’ 

In addition to the people who attended old people’s clubs once or 
twice a week there were a further 24, or 12% of the sample, who 
attended other clubs or societies of various kinds, sometimes in- 
frequently. These ranged from the British Legion, Working Man’s 
Club and L.C.C. Evening Institutes to church and chapel socials of 
various kinds. Altogether less than one in four of the sample attended 
clubs and socials of various kinds. Some men, about one in four, 
attended sports matches fairly often on a Saturday or Sunday. A 
few people went to a local variety theatre or to theatres in central 
London but films provided the most common afternoon or evening 
entertainment. Even so, only 45% of the old people said they went 
to the cinema as much as once a month. A small minority said they 
had never seen a film or had not seen one since, for example, a silent 
Lilian Gish film in 1922. 

Community as Family 

This account gives some idea of the extent of people’s interests and 
relationships (except those connected with paid employment) outside 
the family. Yet the facts arc hard to assess. The importance of neigh- 
bours and friends to old people is not just a matter of establishing 
how many they meet regularly in their homes or outside. Neither is 
the importance of clubs or the Church solely a matter of finding how 
many people attend for how long. In the last chapter distant relatives 
were likened to a ‘support’ system which could be called on in 
emergencies. Some such support and security, although less easy to 
define, is provided by the existence of casual acquaintances in the 
neighbourhood and of people who were friends once, if not now. To 
people in Bethnal Green the neighbours were there, they were heard 
and they were seen. Their activities, demeanour and dress were 
scrutinised and discussed in the privacy of the home although most 
contacts with them were fleeting. They rarely entered the home, even 
at such times as Christmas. Yet these were people who recognised 
you and bade you a cheery ‘good morning’ and whose lives were 
vaguely bound up with yours because they shared the same scene, 
the same kind of houses, the same political representatives and the 
same shortages. They formed part of the familiar environment which 
was, at one remove, ‘home’. 
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Out of this seemed to grow a strong sense of community which 
I^rsonaliscd 'Bethnal Green’ and ‘East End’. One woman said, ‘I 
like Bethnal Green people. They say they’re rough but they’ve a 
kind nature to help. I always have had help from the neighbours. I 
want to stop here in Bethnal Green and die. My roots are here. I 
want to be carried out of here.’ A man said, ‘There’s no place on 
earth like the East End. There isn’t that feeling anywhere else.’ A 
number of things conditioned such attachments, which were very 
common. Both men and women had lived at their present addresses, 
on average, for 24 years. Some had moved within the previous few 
years, but usually from one home to another in the same district. No 
fewer than 54% had been born in the borough and a further 24% in 
adjoining boroughs. Many talked of going to school, to work and 
bringing up their children, all in the surrounding few streets. They 
talked of parents and grandparents who had lived there. Through 
the localised network of relatives they had developed some know- 
ledge of a large number of people. A mother's neighbour was, in a 
sense^ your neighbour. A brother’s friend in the market was your 
friend. The brother of your sister's husband knew all about housing 
applications or how to repair a radio or where to get anything from 
an egg-whisk to a secondhand gas stove. 

Solidarity with relatives, neighbours and friends was strongest in 
some of the oldest streets, despite the marked restraint that was still 
said to characterise relations between neighbours. People then talked, 
though very generally, of the community as a family. One woman 
said of life in a street which had been destroyed in the war. ‘We was 
all one family. I think they are like that in these little turnings.’ In 
such streets, where most people had known each other for many 
years, the strongest sanctions were imposed on individuals to con- 
form with established practices. One person’s son described how 
neighbours respected each other’s family loyalties and how one man 
had been ostracised because he had neglected his wife and children. 
He went on, ‘If an old person had children living round about and 
they didn’t go and visit her, that would be the talk of the neighbour- 
hood.’ Continuity of residence within a local network of workplaces, 
shops, markets and clubs and particularly a network of kinship 
had produced in old people a strong identification with the local 
community. Their social activities expressed their attachments not 
only to family but also to community, as the following illustration 
suggests. 

An Old People's Outing 

About 400 old people from Bethnal Green went in 1 1 coaches to 
Brighton for a day. The day was grey and cold. Everyone appeared 
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to be early. One woman of seventy-five had been ill the day before and 
had passed a sleepless night. This did not prevent her coming on the 
outing. En route the coaches hummed with talk, large and small. At 
Brighton the 400 made their way, in slow-moving groups, to the 
end of the central pier, where they were to have lunch in one of the 
large, showy pavilions. Bystanders were told, ‘ We’re from good old 
Bethnal Green.’ There was much teasing and flirting, mutual sym- 
pathising over infirmity and health and the inadequacy of pensions, 
and proud stories were told about children. 

‘You thought I was going to run after you, didn’t you?’ 

‘You don’t want to put your very best things on when you go larking 
about in Brighton. I’ve got my old whistle and flute.’ 

‘I told ’em my daughter doesn’t keep me. I go halves, I told ’em, 
halves with the rent and the coal and everything. . . . It’s terrible, isn’t 
it, the cost of food? All your money has to go on the table, doesn’t it?* 

‘Aren’t you staying with your wife?’ — ‘She can keep herself com- 
pany.’ 

‘If / was 80 rd find it hard climbing about, poor soul.’ 

‘Jf we hadn’t a smile for one another we wouldn’t be much good.’ 

‘Such nice company. That’s what matters, doesn’t it, when you can 
come out like this with good company. We’re all one happy family.’ 

The men, many of them in white silk scarves and caps, mostly 
gathered together in groups away from the women, partly, perhaps, 
because they seemed to be under-represented in numbers. One had 
a box camera and was at pains to take good photographs. During 
the midday meal only the nearest score of people or so could hear 
the speeches and the great majority continued eating or talking in 
complete innocence of the words of welcome. After the meal a long 
queue formed outside a sweetshop and great quantities of rock were 
bought for grandchildren, grandnieces and nephews. The afternoon 
was free and the old people seemed to do much the same as any other 
group of people let loose in a seaside resort, except that they did it 
a good deal more slowly. They tried the promenade railway, the slot 
machines in the amusement arcades, the shelters and deckchairs 
along the front, the souvenirs, the ice-cream and the postcards 
depicting little red-nosed men with drooping moustaches and fat 
women with large buttocks. People accompanied and talked to 
each other because they were sisters or cousins, or neighbours or 
children’s neighbours or friends from schooldays. 

A dozen of the women joined arms in one of the arcades and 
danced riotously up and down to the tune of ‘ Oh, Susanna, don’t you 
cry for me, for I come from Alabama with a banjo on my knee.’ At 
the centre of one of the larger groups was a white-haired, thin woman 
carrying a paper umbrella and wearing one bright red and one bright 
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blue stocking, a multicoloured dress under her coat and a Robin 
Hood cap. A final hour or two was spent on the pier during which 
vast quantities of fish and chips were consumed in the pavilion. 
On the way home the eleven coaches stopped at a wayside pub. Some 
bought flowers for their daughters from a man outside and many 
thronged the bar. Several of the women danced to an accordion, one 
of them capering about with a large ostrich feather trembling from 
her head and deliberately raising the hem of her skirt to reveal a pair 
of long, white frilly bloomers stitched with blue ribbon. In general the 
women seemed to have far more bounce and energy than the men. 
Throughout the journey the coaches bulged with a roar of Victorian 
and Edwardian music-hall songs. The words voiced the preoccupa- 
tions and interests of working-class families. Most people seemed to 
know by heart scores of these songs. The/e were snatches of, ‘We all 
came in the world with nothing and we can't take nothing out’, 
‘You can get a sweetheart any day but not another mother’, ‘When 
Grannie left him the old armchair’, ‘Mother I love you. You’ve 
worked for me and now I must work for you.’ During one song a 
woman leaned across and said, ‘I remember my mother singing 
that to my brothers.’ It was, ‘If there ain’t no work about, what’s 
the use of rowing.’ 

Consequence of Age 

Despite their identification with, and attachment to, the local com- 
munity old people nevertheless depended most on their families for 
their day-to-day interests. Such occasions as an outing to the seaside 
were rare. There was not, comparatively speaking, a lot of contact 
with non-relatives. The network of kinship provided an introduction 
to a large circle of associates but allowed few close friends. It de- 
manded the prior loyalties of its members and was, to a large extent, 
a self-contained social unit. All the evidence about neighbours, 
friends, church-going, hobbies, entertainment and club activities 
pointed to this. Indeed, in old age the family, compared with relation- 
ships outside the family, became more important, not less. 

There were two chief reasons for this. One was retirement and the 
related fall in income; the other was growing infirmity. No longer 
was there work and the companionship of work; no longer was there 
enough money to entertain and treat friends and no longer was it 
easy to get about. People found it hard to make new friendships to 
replace those they had lost. ‘They’ve all withered away. 1 don’t 
know where they are now. I used to have friends at work.’ ‘Nothing 
is ever like it used to be. I used to be a member of the Free Church 
Sick Club. I used to like going up to see some of the old brothers. I had 
a letter the other day saying they’d like me to go . . . but I can’t do it 
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any more.’ Money was short and this made it harder to reciprocate 
gestures of friendship. ‘There’s no such things as friends now,’ said 
one man, ‘no money no friends.’ Neighbours moved away or died 
and newcomers ‘don’t want to have anything to do with old people. 
They talk to you in the street but they shun you. You can notice it. 
People just don’t seem to be so friendly. These youngesters have got 
no time for old people.’ People bemoaned the loss of familiar faces. 

Mr. Mayne said at one time he was known throughout the area. ‘All 
the people round about here had a cheery word for me. Jack, the dust- 
man, they all knew me. But they’ve grown out of knowledge now. When 
they sec you’re an old age pensioner they think you want something off 
them. I don’t see much of them now.’ He had one old friend aged 80, 
whom he occasionally met at the top of the street. ‘We have one brown 
ale each. That’s all we can afford. I see him about twice a week.’ 

Mr. Bowness said, ‘In my younger days, our neighbour would see 
you were down and they’d do what they could to help you. But they 
don’t do that now. . . . They can’t agree, that’s what it is. You’re situ- 
ated better than me — I’m not going in there. Too fussy. But in my 
younger days we were all on the level you see. You were like me, I was 
like you. You were poor, I was poor.’ 

Experience seemed to have taught most people that friends and 
neighbours drift away, that things possessed in common at school, 
at work and at the football ground do not last throughout life. They 
had come to recognise this, with acquiescence and sometimes bitter- 
ness. To some extent their remarks may have represented social 
change rather than change with age. Whatever the reason, most 
insisted they had experienced a falling-off in the number and quality 
of their friendships and non- family activities. This was confirmed in 
tests of information they supplied. Fewer people in their seventies 
and eighties than in their sixties were able to leave the house or the 
immediate locality unaided. Fewer met friends or visited neighbours 
as much as once a month (62% compared with 70%). Fewer went to 
the cinema (39% compared with 51%). 

Substitutes for Relatives 

The fact that most old people had many associates but few, if any, 
close friends has been stressed. Yet some were on intimate or fairly 
intimate terms with non-relatives and depended on them for help. 
Was this because they had no available relatives? 

It is hard to devise a satisfactory test of the extent to which neigh- 
bours and friends substituted for relatives, because of the great 
variety in the number and kind of available relatives, in personal 
circumstances and in people’s associations with non-relatives. One 
crude test is to sec how far the presence of a daughter at home or 
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nearby affected visits and the exchange of services between non- 
relatives. Table 31 suggests that fewer old people exchanged visits 
with neighbours and friends when a daughter lived at home or nearby 
than when no daughter lived in the immediate vicinity.^ Fewer, too, 
had any kind of help from non-relatives. Only 24% with daughters 
at hand mentioned even one minor service often performed by a 
non-relative (such as passing on messages or fetching a paper), 
whereas some service was mentioned by 41% of those with a daugh- 
ter living elsewhere and 51% of those with no daughter. A few of 
these people received major help, such as the greater part of their 
shopping, washing and cleaning or care during illness. They formed 
about 5% of the whole sample.2 Only one person among them had a 
daughter in the vicinity. 


TABLE 31 

Old People’s Contacts with Non-Rclalivcs, by the Availability 
of Daughters 

Old people with: 


Relationship 

At least one dauf'h- 

No daughter within 

No 

with noth 

ter at home or within 

5 mins, walk hut at 

(laughter* 

relatives 

Exchanging 

5 mins, walk 

least one elsewhere 

visits * 

Receiving at 
least one 

41% 

Sr/o 

51% 

minor servicef 24% 

41% 

51% 

Total 




number 

90 

54 

59 


* At least one neighbour or friend visited or visiting once a month or more on 
average. Meetings outside the home have been excluded. 

t Such as passing on an insurance premium to a collector, fetching a Sunday 
paper, giving a cat a powder, fetching an errand and passing on messages. 

i Single and childless people and those with sons only. 

Detailed study of individual circumstances provided some con- 
firmation of the suggestion that, when members of old people’s 
families are not available, neighbours and friends partly take their 
place. 

1 The difference was, however, just short of statistical significance at the 5% 
level. See Appendix 1, p. 219. 

2 Excluding the small proportion assisted by the Home Help or District 
Nursing Services. 
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Mr. and Mrs. Harold were in their mid-sixties and had no children. 
Mrs. Harold had never had any brothers or sisters and though her 
husband had several, none of these lived in the locality. The most 
striking feature of their life was their close relationship with a Jewish 
woman and her family who used to live in a flat above. This woman 
sought their help in bringing up her five children when her mother died. 
The children, now grown up, still called Mrs. Harold ‘Nanny* or ‘Aunt 
Elsie*. ‘They were more often here than upstairs.* One lived nearby, 
virtually with them. The rest of this family was scattered in East London 
but continued to exchange visits regularly. One was seen two or three 
times a week and at least seven or eight others from once a week to once 
a fortnight. They seemed to look on each other as part of one family. 

Mrs. Singer was a deaf widow of nearly 80, with no children. A 
married sister did her shopping, and called morning and evening to keep 
her company. A widower living on the next floor of the house looked on 
her rather as an aunt or grandmother. He said, ‘I've been 17 years here 
and my wife used to come and look after her, and this lady in here too 
(he pointed at a woman living next door who called for a few minutes). 
If it wasn’t for people like that, Mrs. Singer wouldn’t be able to carry 
on. Tve seen them bring salt beef for her. It's not enough for their 
family but it makes Mrs. Singer a meal. And we all buy her things. 
Her sister bought her a skirt at Christmas and I gave her something. I 
always give her a bit of money on her birthdays and at Christmas. And 
she shows you what your money’s bought. She went out and she showed 
me what she’d got. Knickers and two vests. Georgina, that’s the woman 
living the other side, she comes in of a night time to give her a cup of 
tea and if she secs that the place is a bit smudge she does it. She misses 
these things if you don’t do them. If I don’t bring her down a cup of 
tea first thing in the morning, I’m for it, I can tell you.’ Asked who would 
help her when she was ill, Mrs. Singer said, ‘My sister and all these’, 
waving at her two neighbours and indicating the houses to left and right. 
The widower living upstairs said, ‘She’s not really been in bed for about 
three or four months,* and then for a fortnight. Her sister came round 
twice a day and the lady next door was in and out. And last thing at 
night when I came in I’d get her a cup of tea. When she’s queer, you 
know what old people are like. She’s a bloody old nuisance (he said 
this almost in terms of endearment). I know she’s a nuisance and we 
all do but then that’s what we all get like when we’re old. Georgina still 
wouldn’t leave her. She’s just a working woman but she’s an angel to 
her. She never fails to come in. And if the place needs a bit of doing up 
she doesn't say a word but gets down to it. I suppose it’s just good nature, 
because she can’t get anything out of it, can she?’ This woman had no 
mother. 

People without relatives intensified other associations. They 
exchanged visits more often with neighbours and friends and, partly 
through mutual services, found a means of satisfying personal or 
social needs. A few widowers had found widows living in the same 
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street to take on some of the functions of their wives by providing 
meals and cleaning for them. Some widows sought the company of 
others of the same age. A few women without daughters had made 
friends with young women nearby, behaving, in some respects, like 
mother and daughter. A person without children or grandchildren 
tended to attach himself not only, as we have seen, to a sibling's 
family but also, if he had no available siblings, to a neighbour's or 
friend’s family. These substitute relationships provided company 
and help even if they could not wholly replace family relationships. 

The evidence was not decisive, however. There were some people 
with a rich family life who also met friends or visited neighbours. 
And there were a few with no relatives or little contact with them who 
nevertheless had little contact with non-relatives. These few, as we 
shall see in Chapter XIV, were isolated and yet fairly contented 
people who had not experienced much change in their social relation- 
ships in later life. What friendships there are in old age appear to be 
sought more from loneliness than from social isolation. Perhaps this 
is why so many widows, and so few spinsters, for example, joined 
old people's clubs. 

So far as it goes, then, this analysis of information about neigh- 
bours, friends, membership of clubs and so on suggests that the 
importance to people in Bethnal Green of the family has not been 
over-weighted. Most people were very restrained in their relation- 
ships with neighbours; not many had even one close friend outside 
the family; and the minority affected by church and club activities 
was small. The network of kinship provided many links with the 
community and many associates, but allowed few close friends. 
Moreover, in old age family life became more important, not less. 
Non-family activities diminished. Friends and neighbours died or 
passed out of knowledge, money was shorter and it became more 
difficult to get about. Yet some people without relatives at hand, 
particularly widows, seemed to find part-substitutes in non-relatives. 
Those without a family sought one. 
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RETIREMENT 


THE FIRST PART of this book gave the main facts about the 
family and social life of the old people interviewed in Bethnal 
Green. This part discusses some of the social problems of old age 
against this background. One of these social problems is retirement 
from work, which is considered in this chapter. The chief theme is 
that retirement is a tragic event for many men, which has great 
repercussions on most aspects of their lives, not least their individual 
happiness and their security in home and family. 

Men interviewed fell into two rough categories: those who were 
still in part- or full-time employment and those who had retired 
from all work. As shown in Table 32, the numbers were not large, 
being 25 and 39 respectively. The information was supplemented at 
many points, however, from that concerning the 57 husbands of the 
married women who were interviewed. First 1 shall discuss the cir- 
cumstances of men remaining in full-time work. They had a wage 
of rather less than £7 a week on average,* of which just under 
£4 105. was given to a wife for housekeeping, rent, food, insurances 
and sundries. The husband was usually responsible for holidays and 
entertainment and for occasional expensive purchases, such as 
curtains or oil-cloth. The wife rarely had more than the vaguest idea 
what her husband earned and often he did not know what the 
grown-up children gave her. Each had little detailed knowledge of 
the other’s expenditure. The belief ran deep that ‘ What he does with 
his money is his affair’; ‘What she does with her money is her affair.’ 
As we found in Chapter VI, man and wife carried on many activities 

1 Other personal income, such as disability pensions, retirement pensions of 
those over 70 but still working, wife’s earnings and so on is not, of course, 
included. 
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not so much as joint members of the same social groups as individual 
members of separate social groups. 

TABLE 32 

Employment of Men, by Age 


Number of men aged: 



65-69 

70-74 

75 and 
over 

Total 

Full-time employment 

13 

6 

0 

19 

Part-time employment 

2 

3 

1 

6 

Retired 

10 

12 

17 

39 


— 

— 

— 

— 

Total number 

25 

21 

18 

64 


The man played a relatively small part in family affairs. His wife 
saw a great deal of the children, grandchildren and other relatives 
while he was at work, and in the evenings and at weekends it was she 
who made most visits to members of the family. Sometimes even 
the visits of the married children to the home at the weekend were 
described by the man in such terms as, ‘They come up every Satur- 
day and Sunday to see their mother’; ‘They come up here and Mum 
gives them all a talking to.’ He often passed questions about kinship 
to his wife as the obvious authority on the subject. Sometimes he 
became impatient if a discussion about family life became pro- 
tracted, even if his wife was still following it with zest. 

Men talked at greater length and with more interest about their 
employment and sporting experiences. Many of their activities and 
interests, in contrast to those of their wives, were shared with work- 
mates and acquaintances in the locality (though these sometimes 
included relatives). A joke could be shared over a glass of beer in 
a pub, friends could be treated, and the respective merits of work- 
places, football teams and political parties thrashed out among 
those who had much in common. The workplace, the trade union, 
the local pub and the football ground were all, in a sense, home from 
home. A man took pride in his own strength, skill and know-how 
as a member with a contribution to make. 

These men, all in their late sixties or early seventies, viewed ap- 
proaching retirement with uneasiness and ill-concealed fear. Most 
agreed with the sentiments of one man who said, ‘I'll retire when 
someone pole-axes me.’ Many said they would miss being at work 
and would have nothing to do. They felt work kept them in good 
health and enabled them to preserve a standard of living they would 
otherwise have to surrender. The emphasis was on occupation. One 
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man said, ‘Work fills a gap when you get older. There was a time 
when I was waiting for the time I could get away, but now I’m glad, 
because it Alls a gap.’ 

Mr. Selwyn was 72 and was worried about his job as a railway 
labourer. ‘I’m only hanging on, just hanging on, like this bit of 
paper.’ And he shook a flimsy bit of paper under my nose. ‘I’d sooner 
be at work but if they retire me I suppose I will have to, then I will have 
to grin and bear it. I don’t want to stand at the corner and watch the 
other people do it, but I suppose it will come to that.’ He recollected 
with pride the remarks of a foreman who had complimented him on 
wielding a pick and shovel ‘like a young man. He said to me, “If we 
had some more like you we’d make the railroad go.’” He was keen to 
go on working as long as he could because there was not much for him 
in life beyond it. ‘My father wasn’t laz> and I’m not. I want to do a 
good day’s work as long as I can. I want to go on. I don’t want to stand 
on a street corner. What would I do but that? I’d be worse off in every 
way if 1 had to sit at home and look at the old girl all day long. I’d 
have nothing to do and no money.’ 

The wife recognised the strength of the husband’s desire to remain 
at work and she supported him. She thought he was happier at work 
and feared he would deteriorate quickly once he was not. She also 
preferred to have the home to herself. One said, ‘There’s nothing 
for them to do when they stop work in places like these. It’s not as 
as if there’s a garden. As soon as they’re down they’re gone. ... I 
don’t want him here.’ 

Many men preferred to remain at work even though it was arduous 
and they had experienced recent spells of disability or sickness. A 
third of the men worked irregular hours, in the sense they did shift- 
work by night or day or worked by night. One man of 70 had just 
been ill for 12 weeks and he had to have his spine supported by a 
corset. He worked as a night guard. Another, also of 70, had been at 
home because of illness for six months but returned to his work in a 
warehouse, where he lifted heavy weights. A third, in his late sixties, 
had gone back to work loading beer barrels after a severe operation. 
And a fourth, aged 65, left home at 6.45 in the morning to go to his 
work as a labourer at Woolwich Arsenal, returning at 6.45 at night. 
Other men were employed as wood-machinists, cement-bag fillers and 
powder-mixers in environments which aggravated bronchial and 
similar complaints. One man who had to handle soda ash said he 
was unable to use a hood with a visor while he worked because he 
could not get his breath and instead sucked a match to prevent him 
opening his mouth and to stop his lips from becoming too dry. 

Men in their sixties had noticed a falling off in their physical 
capacity and their speed of work. This could often be masked for a 
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long time by exerting what was known from long experience to be 
the minimum effort required to perform certain tasks satisfactorily, 
and could be counteracted by reliability and regularity of perform- 
ance. Experience acquired over the years substituted, although not 
indefinitely, for the loss of physical capacity. 

Approaching retirement threatened many of the long-standing 
associations of their lives. It reminded them of their failing strength 
and skill and that their period of usefulness to others was coming 
to an end. Often a man preferred to step down into a job of inferior 
status rather than take the bigger step outside into retirement. 
Several of the men had full or part-time jobs as lavatory attendants, 
door-keepers, night-watchmen or office messenger boys, which they 
had taken on in recent years. Both those who were at work and those 
who had retired were asked whether they had changed their job 
after the age of 59. The result was that 42% of those at work and 36% 
of those who had retired had changed their occupation in their sixties 
or seventies.^ These facts arc notable because most men had stayed 
in one occupation for most of their adult lives and they took great 
pride in saying they had worked for the same firm for 30, 40 or 50 
years. Such changes in later life implied how great were the problems 
of ill-health and retirement. 

These changes were partly responsible for the fact that men of 
pensionable age had, on the whole, a lower social status than other 
adult men, as judged by their most recent occupation. Table 33 
shows the difference in social class between men in the sample and 
all males over 15 in Bethnal Green, as recorded by the Census of 
1951. Half the old men were in Social Class V, compared with a 
quarter of men of all ages.^ 

Accepting a lower-s,tatus job had two important consequences. 
First, the man’s wage fell. It is impossible to say by how much with 
any precision because the figures obtained refer to different periods 
within a general era of inflation. Some men had only recently changed 
their jobs. Others, in their eighties, had done so 15 or 20 years pre- 
viously. Illustrations may give some idea of the fall. In 1954 one man 
in his mid-sixties was forced to accept a job of inferior grade on the 
railway because of infirmity and his net earnings fell from £7 15^. 
to £6. Another man who had been earning between £6 and £7 as a 
railway porter took a job as a lavatory cleaner for £4 10.y. A third 

^ The details are shown in Table 60, Appendix 4. 

2 For small areas Census reports do not give social class distribution by age- 
groups. For Great Britain as a whole 44% of men of 65 and over were in Social 
Class III in 1951, and 17% in Social Class V. These figures compare with 53% 
and 13% for men of all ages. There is one big difficulty about this comparison, 
however. Some retired men seem to enter the occupations they have held most of 
their lives on the Census schedule rather than their most recent occupations. 
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TABLE 33 

Social Class of Old Men Compared with All Adult Men 


Social class 

Old men^ 
present sample 

O/ 

Adult men, 
1951 Census 
®/ 

I Professional 

/o 

0 

/o 

1 

11 Intermediate 

3 

6 

III Skilled 

31 

55 

IV Partly-skilled 

14 

13 

V Unskilled 

52 

25 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

64 

21,145 


Note: The classification is that of the Registrar-General. 

man who had been a boiler-maker earning around £10 took a job 
as a messenger for £5 10^'. These were changes of full-time job. 
Other men took on part-time jobs of lower status. 

Second, the man’s position in the home and family became less 
secure. While the mother was continually renewing her bonds with 
her children through seeing them frequently, advising and helping 
in the rearing of their babies and receiving, in her turn, help with the 
household chores, for his position the father relied mainly on his 
traditional authority in the home, derived largely from his role as 
breadwinner, and from his experiences in his occupation and in his 
outside sporting and social activities. This position was weakened if 
he was forced to take a job with lower pay and status. I remember 
in particular the laughter of a wife and her married daughter when 
they said the husband had become a messenger boy in his old age. 

Even if he did not take a new job it was often apparent that his 
authority and prestige had been weakened in other ways. The 
father’s role in the family had, over the years, been greatly affected by 
the new educational opportunities, the raising of standards of living 
and the improvement in work techniques and organisation. Sometimes 
he felt humiliated at seeing his wife continue in employment out- 
side the home. His sons were often in jobs of higher skill and status. 
Even when the occupations had the same name the methods and 
content of the work were often different. It was rare to find any man 
conscious of handing on his job, like the coalman who said, ‘My 
father handed down this business to me and his father before that. I 
run it with my money and when I die my son Albert will have it, like 
his father and his grandfather and his great-grandfather.’ Some 
sons, dockers, market porters, stall-holders and cabinet-makers, had 
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followed their fathers into similar jobs, but not many.^ Where they 
did it was possible to observe the pleasure and security of the father 
in seeing his life continued by his son. But most fathers felt out of 
date, because their experiences were of no use to the sons, and not 
simply because they were old. Their advice was unheeded. ‘But, 
Dad, things have changed since you were young.’ They began to 
take refuge in spine-chilling accounts of the cruelty and harshness 
of the past and to talk like prophets of disaster to gain sympathy 
when they could no longer command respect. ‘I remember,’ said 
one man, ‘when I was working for 23.v. a week and bringing up a 
family. Not like these here fellows earnings £15 a week nowadays 
twiddling a few nuts and bolts.’ 

After Retirement 

Disability or sickness was a means of reconciling some men to retire- 
ment but the individual had to face up to a fundamental change in 
the pattern of his daily activities and his social relationships. What 
was its nature? I shall now draw briefly upon the evidence relating 
to the second grotip of men enumerated earlier, those who had 
retired from all work. A third had retired within the previous three 
years and nearly a half between four and ten years. ^ Only one in six 
had been retired over ten years, some of these being crippled or dis- 
abled men who had done little work after middle-age. 

The first point to make is the great variety in the age of final retire- 
ment. One man had given up work because of disability at the age of 
48 and three in their fifties. Another man had worked as a shop 
assistant up to the age of 80. Most men, however, retired in their 
late sixties or early seventies. The popular idea that most men retire 
altogether from work around the age of 65 did not hold for this 
mainly working-class ^roup. 

In view of what was said earlier of the men remaining at work it is 
not surprising to find that nearly all the men had retired involun- 
tarily. It was extremely difficult to determine precisely the causes of 
retirement. The reasons for leaving work were sometimes found to 
be other than those first stated. This was particularly true of those 
saying they had been laid off by their employers. One man, for 
example, had had two long spells off work followed by a medical 
examination. On a third occasion, when the industrial doctor found 
the man not fit to continue work, he received three months’ notice. 

1 This may be compared with Charles Booth’s finding some 60 or 70 years ago 
in East London. ‘As a rule the wives do not work, but the children all do; the 
boys commonly following the father (as is everywhere the case above the lowest 
classes), the girls taking to local trades, or going out to service.’ {Life and Labour 
of the People in London, Vol. 1, 1891, p. 50.) 

2 For details see Table 59. 
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TABLE 34 

Number of Men Retiring from Full-time and All Work, by Age 


Retired 

men 



Age at retirement 



Total 

Average 
age at 
retire- 
ment 

64 or 
under 

65 

66 

1 67 

68 

69 

70 and 
, over 

ber 

Retired 
from full- 
time work 

1 

11 

2 1 

4 

3 

5 

13 

45 

670 

Retired 
from all 
work 

1 

1 

4 

2 

4 

4 

5 

13 

39 

67-7 


Was the reason the employer’s dismissal, or was it ill-health or strain? 
When the reasons given for retirement were checked with evidence 
about health (through medical records as well as information sup- 
plied in the interview) and financial and social circumstances, it 
appeared that ill-health or disability played a part in the retirement 
of nearly four-fifths of the men and was the main cause for nearly 
three-fifths. This is shown in Table 35, though the data, because of 
complications introduced by contributory causes, must be interpreted 
with caution. 1 The experience of the husbands of married women in 
the sample suggested that ill-health was even more important than 
this. 

Jt is worth considering in detail the small number retiring mainly 
from choice. One of the four was a tallyman who, though physically 

1 In a recent survey by the Ministry of Pensions of the reasons given lor retiring 
or continuing at work, 28% of the men taking their pension at 65 gave ill-health 
or heaviness or strain of work as the chief cause. A further 25% had retired 
because of chronic illness, having been ill for not less than 6 months before 
minimum pension age. Another 28% said they were retired by their employers and 
the remainder said they gave up work because they wanted a rest or because of 
other reasons. {Reasons Given for Retiring or Continuing at Work, 1954.) It is 
difficult to know how reliable such figures are. For example, although men giving 
ill-health as the cause of retirement had, in general, more incapacitating illness 
in the years before retirement than others, three in ten had no record of such ill- 
ness. Again, many retired by employers in fact may have proved physically 
incapable of going on with their work. The present inquiry suggests ill-health 
may be a bigger factor in retirement than has hitherto been supposed, but further 
inquiry needs to be made on a larger scale in contrasting areas. Two other studies 
have also emphasised ill-health. See Richardson, I. M., ‘Retirement: a Socio- 
medical study of 244 men’, 1956; and Anderson, W. F., and Cowan, N. R., 
‘Work and Retirement: Influences on the Health of Older Men’, 1956. 
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TABLE 35 

Reasons for Men’s Retirement from Full-time Work 


Reason for retirement * 

Number 

% 

Ill-Health: 

Disability, etc. 

H 26 

58 

Ill-health only 

22 /^® 

Retired by Employer: 

Sole reason 

6} 

27 

Partly ill-health also 

Choice: 

Sole reason 

7 

15 

Partly ill-health also 

3/ 

Total 

45 

100 


* As assessed from a range of information supplied by each man. 

fit, chose to retire at 63, when his business failed. The second was an 
old people’s attendant who had had a spell of a year in hospital just 
after he retired at 65, although no evidence of serious ill-health 
before retirement was disclosed during the interview. The third was 
a bookmaker’s clerk who ‘retired’ at 68 but still gained a fair Jiving 
from his bets. The fourth was a man of 87 who had given up his 
work as shop assistant at the age of 80. 

A substantial proportion of the men laid off by their employers or 
retiring from ill-health sought lighter jobs. Often they were told, 
‘You’re too old’. Others did not do this, cither because of their 
infirmity or because, having been in one occupation most of their 
lives, they did not find it easy to face such a change. 

Mr. Grundy was forced to give up his work drawing trolleys in a 
tobacco factory at 65 because of the strains involved. ‘A day looked a 
week to me. 1 feared too much time on my hands.’ He set about looking 
for work. He applied to thirty offices, businesses and insurance com- 
panies in the City, without success. Sometimes he lied about his age. T 
told one man 1 was 55. It was silly really, because they could have found 
out as soon as 1 started work from my insurance cards. He said, “Are 
you sure you’re not 65?’’ So I said, “Why ask all these questions — 
give a man a chance.’” 

The overwhelming evidence, therefore, was that voluntary retire- 
ment was rare in Bethnal Green. Among the retired there was scarcely 
a single person in favour of retirement. This was evident in the 
answers to the first question on the subject, ‘When did you retire?’ 
A number of the men gave the precise date, such as ‘the 23rd of 
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November, 1951 Those who had retired within the previous year or 
two told the most vivid stories. 

Mr. Kite was 65. He had been obliged by ill-health to give up his 
work as a brewer’s labourer two years before. ‘I kept losing time. It 
was on account of my health. The work was too heavy. 1 went to my 
doctor and he said that I’d never be able to do any work again. The 
next week 1 got the sack.’ His wife added, ‘That was a day that was. 
There was him crying and the children up here crying too. They thought 
he’d done too much.’ Mr. Kite continued, ‘I had the hump. I didn’t 
know what to do. It was like being stuck in the Army in a detention 
camp. All 1 could see were these four walls. I used to go out and sec the 
boys on Saturday evenings. I’d meet my sons-in-law and we’d go out to 
the pub. (He used to earn £8 of which he gave his wife £5.) Now I can’t 
do it. It’s like being a pauper. I had to turn away from that because I 
didn’t have a pound like 1 did in my pocket. I couldn't stand anybody 
anything (drinks). 1 couldn’t do my share.’ It may be added that when 
he was asked some time later what had been the happiest time in his 
life he answered, ‘When I was at work. When I was at work I was 
happy.’ 

Good health enabled a man to continue at work. Occasional illness 
and growing disability made a job insecure and, eventually, imposs- 
ible to retain. Compared with women, men were much more pre- 
occupied with their health. They took greater pride in talking about 
any good faculties they still possessed and they were more depressed 
by illness and infirmity. For them the difference between relatively 
good and relatively poor health did not mean a gradual adjustment 
in occupation and social activities, as it did for women; once across 
the boundary of retirement it meant an entirely different style of 
life. One man referred again and again to the good physique he had 
once possessed. ‘I used to be good at all kinds of sport, but now I 
can’t even walk properly. My feet seems to go flop, flop, flop. I 
feel miserable about it, yes, just like that, flop, flop, flop.’ 

Those who had retired gave a little more emphasis to loss of in- 
come as a reason for reluctance to retire than did men remaining at 
work but they gave as much emphasis to boredom and the related 
sense of uselessness. Two-thirds of the men made spontaneous re- 
marks alluding to one or both these reasons. They said it was a 
hardship to live on a retirement pension and that work sustained a 
man’s interest in life and helped to maintain his health and spirits. 
Other complaints derived from these two. As a result of losing job 
and income some men felt unwanted. Most of them were clearly 
not as unwanted as they made out. They were preoccupied with the 
fear of burdening their children and other relatives, even when ser- 
vices were performed or repeatedly offered. To be independent was 
one of the remaining sources of pride. 
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What did the loss of income involve? It is difficult to give precise 
figures, partly because some men had retired several or many years 
previously when average earnings were much lower than in 1954- 
1955, partly because some men had earnings from part-time jobs or 
their wives were still employed. The contributions of children living 
at home were an additional complication. A fairly accurate idea of 
the fall can be given by the figures of £8-£9 and £3 10 j.-£ 4. The first 
figure was the approximate personal income of recently retired men 
before their retirement. It includes net wage, disability and other 
pensions and, for some of those who were married, wife’s earnings. 
The second figure was the approximate personal income of retired 
men. It includes retirement pension, national assistance, occupational 
pensions and gratuities. ^ Personal income ranged from £2, for a 
few widowers who relied partly on savings to supplement a pension 
of £2 or refused to apply for national assistance, to £8 14^., for one 
married man who had an occupational pension in addition to his 
retirement pension and whose wife earned £2. The evidence was that 
most men experienced a fall in income of over a half, some of them 
as much as, or more than, two-thirds. 

This fall in income affected men much more than their wives. 
They no longer felt they had the status of breadwinners and they lost 
nearly all their accustomed pocket money. The pension went, as it 
was said, ‘on the table’, and unless they were among the few who 
also had a small occupational pension, they were dependent on 
wives or children for any pocket money they did get. The pensioner 
usually received from 2.v, bd, to 5s, back from his wife. She was the 
household cashier and manager and the effective if not the nominal 
head of the family. Several men remarked spontaneously that they 
were closer to their wives because they saw more of them and their 
children. ‘When people get older they cling together more.’ ‘You 
get more matey together.’ ‘ You get to know one another better. You 
never see enough of each other at work.’ ‘Where is a man without 
his wife?’ But often, as we saw in Chapter VI, wives did not share 
this enthusiasm and within some marriages there were serious fric- 
tions. Although men were thrown back on their families they could 
not match in range or quality the wives’ bonds with relatives, particu- 
larly daughters, and no longer could contribute much to their welfare. 
One man said, ‘A couple of years ago when I had a bit of money in 
my pocket. I'd put my hand in my pocket and give my daughter a 
couple of pounds for the children. I can’t do that now.’ 

Some men were able to take on some of the domestic chores, par- 
ticularly if their wives were infirm and had no daughter available, 

1 Further data about income arc given in the next chapter. 
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but many found even this unnecessary. Competent wives and com- 
petent daughters did not need them in the home. ‘The wife always 
used to have the place on her own. They get grumpy if you get in 
their way. “I want to do this,” she’ll say. “What you doing here? ” 

and you have to get out You see some of the old ’uns. It’s like 

penal servitude. They come out about nine in the morning and don’t 
go home till five in the afternoon.’ 

Men pottered about in the home doing odd jobs and repairs, they 
went for a stroll to meet a few acquaintances in the park or stand 
with them at a street corner. Their chances of a holiday away from 
home were slight. Only 6 of the 39 men who had given up work had 
had a holiday of from one to two weeks in the previous year, com- 
pared with 12 of the 25 still working full or part-time. Despite the 
cheap rates of admission for pensioners, they did not go more often 
to the cinema. Only two in five went as much as once a month, the 
same proportion as those remaining at work. In the early months 
after retirement men sometimes met former workmates but usually 
they soon found, with regret and often with bitterness, that old 
friendships could not be maintained. ‘I saw a rare lot less of my 
friends. They don’t want you when you’re old. You remember the 
old song “When you're down, the world don’t want you.”’ They felt 
a blow had been struck at their prestige and standing in both locality 
and family. In time they were more likely to reconcile themselves to 
the reality of being old age pensioners and were more likely to join 
an old people’s club. Although family relationships and activities 
now became all-important they could not give men back the skills, 
experiences and associations of youth and middle-age. 

If the pension had ensured a more comfortable standard of life 
men might not have had the depressing sense of having become ‘poor 
relations’ and might have held their heads higher among their 
children. Those with the highest incomes in retirement undoubtedly 
had a more confident outlook. Even so, they still preferred to be at 
work, because so few seemed to occupy their time in ways which 
gave satisfaction. Reading, walking in the park, visiting their child- 
ren, listening to the radio, tending a few flowers, occasionally going 
to a club or cinema or on an outing to Southend — these seemed to 
be the common recreations of retired men. They did not give much 
opportunity for self-expression. Those unable to help their wives or 
female relatives in domestic and family activities were left without 
many ways of justifying their lives. 

This was why so many men talked of retirement as a tragedy. They 
were forced to recognise that it was not their working life which was 
over, it was their life. ‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread 
till thou return unto the ground.’ Perhaps, unlike some professional 
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men, most men in Bethnal Green had never laid plans for retirement. 
They had no cottage in the country, no book-list for old age and no 
opportunity to grow prize-winning roses, take the chair at com- 
mittee meetings, write memoirs or perfect their bridge. A few bred 
budgerigars or looked after rabbits, but most did not have oppor- 
tunities of this kind and anyway wanted more than time-filling 
recreations. The inescapable conclusion was that after retirement 
most men in Bethnal Green could not occupy their time satisfactorily. 
Their life became a rather desperate search for pastimes or a gloomy 
contemplation of their own helplessness, which, at its worst, was little 
better than waiting to die. They found no substitute for the com- 
panionships, absorptions and f^ulfilments of work. Their families 
gave them what sense of fulfilment they had left. 

The Old Woman at Work 

In contrast to men, women rarely experienced a drastic change in 
their way of life upon retirement. Over half the 139 women in the 
sample had been in full or part-time occupations late in life. Four, all 
widows, actually had a full-time job and 20 a part-time job, giving a 
proportion at work of 17% or one in six. A further 54, or 39%, had 
retired from full or part-time occupations after the age of 50. The 
variation in age of retirement was very wide, 13 of the 54 retiring 
in their fifties, only 7 at age 60, and the remaining 34 at various ages 
from 61 to 74.^ 

Women remaining at work were mainly in occupations resembling 
the ones they had at home. 15 of the 24 were cooks, canteen workers, 
office or domestic cleaners and ward orderlies. Most of the rest had 
jobs as part-time machinists, wrappers, packers or shop-assistants 
of one kind or another. The average wage of the four in full-time 
employment was just over £5, of the 20 in part-time employment 
£1 15 j. The earnings of most supplemented their pensions. About 
half were in their early sixties and all but three of the remainder in 
their late sixties. 

The occupations of retired women had been of much the same 
kind. A half had been in jobs connected with cleaning, cooking or 
similar duties. The reasons for retirement differed from those given 
by men in two important respects. First, women retired from choice 
more frequently; and second, no woman said she had been laid off 
by her employer. As many as a half said they retired because they 
were getting old, or because of ill-health or accidents; most of the 
remainder said they had done so because they wanted to or because 
of family reasons. They had an ailing husband or other relative to 

1 See Table 58 in Appendix 4. 
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look after. Even those who gave ill-health as the main cause of retire- 
ment sometimes stopped work because of relatively minor ailments. 
There was much to occupy women at home and in their families.^ 
Spinsters and women with no children made more complaints about 
retirement than others but even they protested less strongly than 
most men. 

Mrs. Breeze, a widow of 72, had given up office cleaning three years 
previously. ‘1*11 tell you for why. It was all that fog. It got on my chest 
and I had to fight for my breath. And my daughter said, “Mum, 
you’ve had to fight hard in your life and there’s help for you. T think 
you want a rest. Mum, and you should give it up.’’ I think my children 
were right, and I had had a hard life, and 1 gave it up.’ 

Miss Rowntree and her sister had worked at ‘hand button-holing. 
We were what you call finishers. We were mainly in the gent’s fancy 
vest trade. You were lucky if you got something over £2.’ Her sister 
said she left as soon as she qualified for a pension. ‘There was enough 
to do here — the cooking and cleaning and washing. We’d both been 
there 40 years. We still keep in touch with one or two of them who work 
there. We were glad to leave really, there’s such a lot of housework 
to do.’ Miss Rowntree had given up work two or three years later at 66, 
because of the development of a cataract in one of her eyes. Both sisters 
said retirement had not meant a drastic problem. ‘We found a lot do 
do here. When you get old you’ve got enough to do in the house. 
We’ve been spending what we’ve saved.’ 

Proportionately more single women and women without children 
had worked regularly in middle or old age. This was only to be 
expected. What was not expected was that, among the remaining 
women, who formed the great majority, those who were at the centre 
of a complex local network of relatives more often took up an occu- 
pation than those who had few or no relatives nearby.^ A woman 

1 The advantages of the old women were noted by Charles Booth at the end of 
the 19th century: ‘The position of women in old age has probably always been 
better than that of men, and the special disadvantages of men at the present time 
touch them less. They may even, in some ways, benefit indirectly by the latest 
developments of industry; for when younger women and girls arc employed in 
factories, the care of the home falls naturally to the old. It is in homework, or 
housework of some kind, either for those with whom they live, or for others 
who in return give them food or a little money, that the great majority of old 
women find employment. This employment is, as a source of maintenance, very 
closely connected with assistance from children, and is in its essence social 
rather than economic.’ (Booth, C., The Aged Poor in England and Wales, 1894, 
p. 322.) 

2 It is difficult to devise an adequate test of this from the small numbers in 
the sample. 15 out of 30 married women whose daughters lived within a mile 
had been at work after the age of 50, but only 5 of 22 (having surviving children) 
who had no daughters nearby. 
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and her married daughters living nearby were able to organise 
domestic work and the care of children in such a way that each of 
them was able to maintain a part-time job. One grandmother went 
off to work as an office cleaner at 6 in the morning, returning home 
at 10 a.m. She then had the care of three grandchildren while two 
married daughters went out to work, one as a waitress and the other 
as a part-time newspaper wrapper. The daughters did her shopping 
on their way home from work. By contrast women with sons but no 
daughters living nearby or women whose children had moved out 
of Bethnal Green often said they had too much housework to find 
outside employment or their husbands did not ‘like women who went 
out to work.’ If women belonged to a localised family of three 
generations it was, in short, easier for them to take part-time 
employment. 

Women thought of a job largely as a means of supplementing their 
housekeeping money and meeting other people and not, as men 
often did, as the main means of securing enough money, prestige 
and associations to justify life itself. The household’s standard of life 
fell when grown-up children left home to get married and, by taking 
an occupation for a few hours each day, a woman was able to supple- 
ment her housekeeping money. The extra was all the more useful 
when her husband was retired or accepted a lower-paid occupation. 
The work was often well within her capacities, because it resembled 
her work at home and because she could count on the support of 
her married daughters. In a borough adjoining the City of London, 
the demand for women cleaners, canteen workers and the like was 
sufficiently strong for her to find a job easily. 

New Employment for the Old 

The effect of retirement from work upon man and woman and upon 
the role of each within home and family has now been described in 
some detail. The conclusions most relevant to policy were first, that 
in Bethnal Green voluntary retirement was very rare indeed; second, 
that although a proportion of men were apparently laid off by em- 
ployers at a fixed age, deeper inquiry often revealed ill-health to be 
the underlying reason for retirement; third, that over a third of all 
the men over 65 had in fact changed their jobs in their sixties or 
seventies^; fourth, and most important, that the loss of an occupa- 

1 This figure closely accords with the estimate given by F. Lc Gros Clark and 
Agnes C. Dunne of the proportion of men in the country who could not be 
expected to carry on in their normal jobs after their mid-sixties. They suggested 
that 3(M0% would have to be found alternative jobs, if they still remained fit for 
some kind of work and were to continue in the labour market (though they 
thought around 10% would be prevented by ill-health from taking such jobs). 
(Ageing in Industry, 1955.)^ 
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tion was felt much more acutely by men than by women and often 
left them, because their womenfolk had the care of home and family, 
without a useful function in the last years of their lives. To many 
working-class men retirement is a social disaster. 

The obvious implication for policy is that there is a major need 
for occupations for old men. In part the problem is one of encourag- 
ing employers to retain employees who do not wish to retire and of 
finding ways by which the employment of elderly workers can be 
made more feasible. These issues are already attracting a good deal 
of attention, and discussion of them would be out of place here.^ 
But the other part of the problem is that whatever is done for the 
healthy there will still be many men, and also women, who are not 
fit enough to take full- or part-time employment at an economic 
wage. Much too little attention has been directed towards their 
needs. 

In Bethnal Green there were many men who talked of their wish 
to return to work. They had insufficient means of occupying their 
time, had no money and were acutely aware of their loss of status. 
Most of these were not fit to continue their previous employment but 
were not incapacitated. A careful examination of each interview- 
report was made to gain an approximate idea of the number of men 
retired from full-time work who were fit enough and willing to take 
a full or part-time light job near their homes, including those who could 
work at their own rate in fairly sheltered conditions. Those in extreme 
ill-health or infirmity, including the bedridden and the housebound, 
were ruled out, as were men over 80. 

The finding was that of men retired from full-time work between 
50% and 55% might have been able to continue in an occupation of 
this kind. This, if applied to Bethnal Green as a whole, suggests 
there may be as many as from 700-900 men in the borough who 
would benefit from such occupation. This number excludes the 700- 
800 of the 2,500 men over the age of 65 in the borough who are in 
full-time work. 

Making an estimate of the potential demand for a light occupation 
among old men does not reveal how their need for occupation can 
be met. One thing has to be faced. The problem cannot be solved 
by normal employment practices. Such men could not compete with 
other work-people in their output; many of them would require 

1 See, the First and Second Reports of the National Advisory Committee on 
the Employment of Older Men and Women, 1953 and 1955; Report of the Com- 
mittee on the Economic and Financial Problems of the Provision for Old Age, 
1954; Reasons Given for Retiring or Continuing at Work, 1954; Clark, F. Le 
Gros, Series of Reports on Later Working Life in the Building Industry, Alternative 
Work in Later Life, etc., 1954-1956; Townsend, P., ‘The Anxieties of Retirement *, 
1955. 
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sheltered employment, and, in the final analysis, many of them 
would have to be partly subsidised. This suggests that much of the 
need can be met only by special employment centres for the elderly, 
run and subsidised by local authorities or by the State. These could 
be similar in some respects to the ‘Remploy’ factories for disabled 
people. 1 They could be closely linked to the old people’s welfare 
committees of local authorities. It would be no part of the purpose 
of such centres to employ people capable of undertaking ordinary 
part- or full-time jobs in industry. Their object would be to make 
some provision for occupational needs of elderly people who are not 
fit to re-enter normal employment. 

There have in recent years been a number of experiments on these 
lines which give force to the proposal. In the London borough of 
Finsbury, for example, an experimental employment scheme for the 
elderly has been going on since 1951. The purpose is to help those 
who cannot continue in normal employment to keep well in body and 
mind. A new prefabricated building provides occupation for 110 
people, only one in four of them men. The old people work two hours 
a morning or two hours an afternoon for five days a week. They do 
outwork for a variety of commercial firms — assembling electric-iron 
elements and special bottles, sorting and packing medical dressings 
and animal wool. They also make articles for direct sale — aprons, 
night-dresses, coat-hanger coverings. Each person is paid a flat-rate 
of 1 05-. per week, said by the organiser to be more than he earned 
on average. Administrative and running costs are subsidised by the 
borough council and by voluntary organisations and contributors. 
A few other London boroughs have now started similar schemes. 

An experiment not yet tried by local authorities or others is the 
provision of work for elderly people unable to leave their homes. 
Nearly one in ten old people in Bethnal Green were confined to their 
homes. This proportion is roughly the same as that indicated by 
surveys in other parts of the country. Perhaps three-quarters of a 
million old people in Britain rarely, if ever, leave their homes. Many 
bedridden and housebound people have nimble minds and hands 
and would welcome an occupation. The development of outwork 
for them may be one of the rewarding innovations of the future. 

Further research would be needed to confirm the Bethnal Green 
results but they suggest, so far as they go, that there is a very real 
need for occupational provision for retired people, especially men. 

1 A strong plea for the development of local authority welfare services for 
handicapped and disabled people of normal working age has recently been made 
by a Government committee and this development could be associated with 
occupation centres for the old. {Report by Committee of Inquiry on the Rehabilita^ 
tion. Draining and Resettlement of Disabled Persons^ 1956.) 
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The need may be much greater than has been supposed hitherto, 
and it is social, rather than economic. There may be as many as three 
quarters of a million men and over a million women in Britain who 
could benefit from occupation centres of the kind suggested. 

This chapter has moved from an analysis of the circumstances of 
men and women before and after retirement to the implications of the 
findings for social policy. The outstanding conclusion is that retire- 
ment is a tremendous blow to the man. It completely alters his life, 
lowers his prestige, thrusts him into poverty or near poverty, cuts 
him off from the friendships and associations formed at work and 
leaves him with few opportunities of occupying his time. He is thrown 
back on his wife and family. Here he finds his wife has the dominant 
place. He is thus often deprived of a useful function and finds his 
life difficult to justify. The sudden degeneration in his physical health 
may be in part, as so many people thought in Bethnal Green, a 
consequence of retirement itself. 

The effect on women is far less drastic. Rarely do they consider 
gainful employment to be more than a supplement to work within 
home and family, unless they are unmarried. Though the extra 
money is valued it is just one of the jobs which they can give up 
without disaster as they become older and more infirm. The localised 
extended family seems to play a part in helping mothers take part- 
time employment and sustains them when they give it up. These 
conclusions point to the importance of (a) enabling men to carry on 
longer in normal employment, (b) providing sheltered part-time 
employment for men (and, to a much smaller extent, women) 
incapable of earning an economic wage and (c) providing outwork 
for house-bound old people. 
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ONE of the possible consequences of retirement is poverty. Most 
studies of poverty in Britain over the past 60 years have concentrated 
only on the cost of maintaining some standard of subsistence needs 
and its relation, in chosen survey areas, to people’s total income. 
Households were found to be so much below, or so much above, 
the ‘poverty line’.’ Why research has been restricted to this approach 
is puzzling — although it probably explains why a philosophy of 
payments on a basis of subsistence has been written into the nation’s 
social security scheme. The authors of such studies appear to have 
been too sanguine about the validity of definitions of ‘subsistence’; 
human needs in modern society, with the possible exception of nutri- 
tive needs, are now generally acknowledged to be incapable of 
scientific measurement or of easily agreed social definition.^ They 
also failed to show how people spent their money and arranged their 
lives when their income was at or below the poverty line; if they had, 
perhaps more account might have been taken of the force of social 
custom and habit in determining certain kinds of expenditure in 
any community. And finally they failed to inquire into the effect of 
a change in income: a person who suffers a large reduction in his 
income, when say he becomes ill or unemployed or old, is likely to 
feel himself poor whatever the level to which his income has fallen 
and he may respond in different ways. This, in particular, seems to 
be a vital piece of information in understanding poverty and its 
causes. Rarely is it obtained. 

* See, for example, the studies of York by B. Seebohm Rowntree: Poverty. 
A Study of Town Life, 1901; Poverty and Progress, 1941; (with G. R. Lavers) 
Poverty and the Welfare State, 1951. 

2 For a general discussion of surveys of poverty, see P.E.P., Poverty— Ten 
Years After Beveridge, 1952; and Townsend, P., ‘Measuring Poverty,’ 1954. 
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The Fall in Income 

Among retired people interviewed in Bethnal Green the fall in income 
on retirement explained many of their problems. Some social prob- 
lems, involving role and status in home, family and community, 
especially for men, have already been described. The most immediate 
problem was the sudden drop in the standard of living. People were 
very much worse off. Table 36 shows the average personal income of 
people still at work and those who were retired.^ The figures include 
any net earnings of man and wife, retirement and occupational 
pensions and gratuities, national assistance and other State aid, but 
not dissaving or board money or other income from relatives living 
at home or elsewhere. 


TABLE 36 

Average Personal Income of Old People in Full- and Part-time 
Employment and Retired from Work (to nearest shilling) 



Full-time work 

Part-time work 

Retired from work 

1 

Average 
income 
per week 

Number 

Average 
income 
per week 

Number 

Average 
income 
per week 

Number 


£ 


£ s. 


£ 5 . 


Single and 







widowed 

7 16 

8 

3 8 

12 

2 10 

85 

Married 







couples , 

8 16 

45* 

6 8 

9t 

4 4 

44 

All 

8 12 

53 

4 14 

21 

3 2 

129 


* Married people interviewed who were, or whose husbands were, in full-time 
employment. 

t Man and/or wife in part-time but not full-time employment. 


Judged from these figures the income of single and widowed 
people fell on average by 68%, that of married people 52%, when 
they retired. Even these figures do not represent the full extent of the 
drop in the standard of living in the last years of life. The income of 
some people had already plunged before retirement, in that they 
had taken lighter and less well-paid jobs, such as messengers and 
lavatory cleaners earning £4 or £4 lOs, 

1 Changes in the rates of retirement pensions and national assistance came into 
force in the middle of the interviewing, early in 1955. Those previously inter- 
viewed were visited again and the figures above refer to the personal income of the 
people in the sample during the spring and summer of 1955. 
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Comparable figures cannot be given for other parts of the coun- 
try. All that can be said with certainty is that retirement pensions 
and national assistance payments are very small, when compared 
with average weekly earnings in the United Kingdom. As Table 37 
shows, in 1955 the pension for a single person was 18% of average 
weekly earnings; for a married couple 29%. 


TABLE 37 

Social Security Benefits, Compared with Average Weekly 
Earnings in the United Kingdom 



Retirement pension 

1 National Assistance t 

Old people 





Amount 

% of average 

Amount 

% of average 




weekly 


weekly 



earnings * 


earnings * 


s. d. 


s. (L 


Single or 





widowed person 

40 0 

18 

49 0 

22 

Married couple 

65 0 

29 

76 0 

34 


* 222s. 1 W. in October 1955, for all men 21 years and over. Source: Ministry 
of Labour Gazette, March 1956. 

t Information supplied by the N.A.B. suggested that the average rent paid for 
an old person living alone was about 1 l.v. 6d. in 1955, for a married couple about 
135. These two figures have been added to the ordinary scales of 375. 6cl. and 635. 
to show the approximate total sums which can be claimed through the N.A.B. 

Among those interviewed a fall in income of over a half and 
often as much as two-thirds was certainly felt as poverty. Some tried 
to conceal it and did not like people living around them to know 
how much poorer they were. One couple said their income was 
exactly £4. ‘When we were both working we had £10 a week coming 
in. If we wanted to buy something for dinner, we went out and got it. 
Now anything a bit tasty is out. But it’s when you’re getting on you 
need it. I’m telling you this in confidence. People think we’re com- 
fortable and I wouldn’t have them know otherwise. But we’re not.’ 
Expenditure was reduced not only on such things as cakes, news- 
papers and periodicals, betting and drink but also on meat, milk, 
fruit and clothing. Reduced spending on some form of entertain- 
ment or pleasure, such as radio rental, gifts for grandchildren, 
occasional drinks or cigarettes, was usually regarded as ‘essential’. 
No one, however poor, spent money only on what are conventionally 
regarded as necessaries.^ 

^ A survey of unemployment in Lancashire cotton towns came to a similar 
result (P.E.P., Social Security and Unemployment in Lancashire, 1952). 
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Mr. and Mrs. Treasure used to live on a personal income of £9-£10. 
Now they had just over £4, from which 21 j. (id. had to be paid for rent. 
‘I used to have two pints of milk a day, and I said to the milkman, “I 
don’t like to owe you money”, so after that I’d only have one pint. We 
used to have eggs for supper, or a kipper, but not now. We have p’rhaps 
a bit of toast. But we always have dinner. We always have something 
hot. We had to cut down on everything, I can tell you. He (her husband) 
doesn’t even smoke now. And he doesn’t drink. But 1 like a drink when 
I can, 1 don’t mind admitting. And he has to put his shilling on the pools.’ 

Mr. Preeley was a cripple in his late seventies and he lived alone in a 
small two-room flat. He was unmarried and socially isolated. He was 
very deaf. He lived on a non-contributory pension and supplementary 
assistance of £2 lO^. (d. per week. His rent was 10.9. 6J., coal about 6.9. 
(‘I use about i cwt. a week.’) No money, Christmas or other club. 
Insurances — an endowment policy costing him 2.9. 0\d. a week. ‘It 
covers everything and every now and then 1 can draw on it. When the 
man called he said I could draw on it again in June. It’s an all-in. I had 
it (the sum of money) three years ago when 1 drew £l for the radio 
licence.’ Radio rental 2.v. 3^/. No pets. Apart from the tobacco he got 
free with his coupons ‘I get another half ounce in the middle of the 
week.’ It was quite clear he was living in poverty. The outgoings men- 
tioned amounted to about 22a. to which must be added a few shillings 
for electricity and gas. He had no more than 24.9. a week left for his food, 
clothing, household sundries and everything else. ‘1 don’t have any 
breakfast. 1 mostly have boiled beef when I get meat, and with it I have 
carrots or parsnips or brusscis sprouts and potatoes. Sometimes 1 make 
myself a pease pudding. Oh yes, I’m a great one for tea. I can’t do less 
than i lb. every week. I drink more of that than I ought to. I used to 
like a drink, I used to be terrible for drinking- especially when I was in 
the musical line, you had a lot of that in those days. But 1 can’t afford 
it now.’ 

Mrs. Docker was a widow living with a single daughter. She had a 
retirement pension of £2 plus assistance of 5.y. (Her daughter had a low 
wage and contributed 30.y. for her keep.) Rent was 12.v. \d., coal 8.9. 
{Js. 6d. — ‘You’ve got to give a tip, haven’t you?') Her daughter usually 
bought a bag of coalite for \s. 6d. each week. No subscription clubs. 
Radio rental, 2.9. 3d. She used her tobacco vouchers worth 2.9. 4d. a 
week. She had a ‘free’ insurance policy. ‘If it isn’t enough to bury me, 
somebody else will have to bury me.’ She had trouble with her feet and 
could not get out to have them treated. ‘I have a lady who comes to do 
them every two months. It’s 2.9. 6d. a foot.’ She had to buy a stick 
recently to help her get to the corner of the street for errands. She had 
a mongrel dog, costing a few shillings a week, and a budgerigar. ‘My 
son bought it. I think it was 155. 1 get a bag of sand every three or four 
weeks. That’s 9d. And then I get half a pint of budgie seed — that’s Id. 
about every week.’ She added, ‘The money goes like anything. It costs 
me a £1 for my rations. Last Saturday our joint was Is. 6d. and it was 
only a little one, but we spun it out till Monday. . . . We can’t afford 
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luxuries. I just have a bit of toast for breakfast and a cup of tea. I can't 
afford eggs.’ Her daughter came in from work for a midday meal, and 
in the evening, 'I usually just have a bit of toast and tea and then we 
have a cup of cocoa befbre we go to bed. Sometimes she might bring 
in a bit of haddock.’ 

All details about expenditure were not sought.^ Information was 
systematically gained only for rent, subscriptions, life insurances, 
coal and regular payments for radios, furniture and pets. Other in- 
formation was acquired haphazardly. Of the 203 interviewed 179, or 
88%, were still paying life insurance premiums, ranging from 2d, to 
20s, per week, the average being 2s. 9d,^ In a locality where the 
funerals demanded by tradition cost anything from £40 to £60 
these payments were a necessity. Over 50% were also paying weekly 
sums for rental of radios, for sick, social, holiday or clothing clubs 
and for furniture, averaging 'is, 6d, per week. 56% had pets of 
various kinds which ranged in cost from a few pence a week for 
budgerigars to several shillings for dogs and cats. 

Many people remarked on their need for more ‘firing’ now they 
were old and they spent more on coal. Some found deaf aids pur- 
chased privately more satisfactory than those provided through the 
National Health Service. Some, anxious to conceal incontinence, 
bore the labours and heavy cost of the washing involved. Others had 
to have outside windows cleaned; a common charge was 2s. 6d, once 
a fortnight or once a month. A striking impression was of the variety 
and regularity of purchases from the local chemist. Some people did 
not like to bother doctors for medicine when prescriptions cost a 

* For a fuller account of old people’s expenditure, see Cole, D. E., ‘The 
Income, Expenditure and Saving of Old People Households in Cambridgeshire,’ 
1957. This showed that people with very small incomes spent 58% of their income 
on food, housing, fuel and light, compared with 40% for households containing 
people of all ages. 

2 It is possible the conditions under which the old are privately insured may 
need inquiry. Several felt they had been talked into starting new policies or 
continuing old ones. One man explained that after his wife died he wanted to 
give up policies on himself but was persuaded instead to start two further ones. 
A number of people were bewildered by the difficulties of being guaranteed what 
they had paid to a company and what they imagined they had a right to when 
forced to discontinue payments. Many said they had ‘free’ policies. One 
remarked, ‘You can get a free policy after 18 or 25 years. But you don’t get so 
much. It’s reduced. That’s how these insurance companies go with their policies. 
We had my mother insured for £30 and when the man came along to me and I 
asked whether I need go on paying, he offered me £15 if I didn’t pay any more. 
No wonder these insurance companies have these big new buildings. They do 
well out of their policies.’ The ‘free’ policies I was shown by some people gave 
the following kind of facts: a man had been paying 2d. a week from 1924 to 1948, 
when he gave up his payments; originally the sum for which he had been assured 
was £13 Idf. but now it had b^n reduced to £8 11.;. Id. 
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shilling, or walk as far as their surgeries, or they found doctors 
would not prescribe their favourite medicines. There were also fares 
to visit relatives, cups of tea for married children, Saturday pocket- 
money for grandchildren, Christmas to prepare for and birthday 
cards. (One woman’s daughter said her mother had so many grand- 
children she bought a birthday card every other week.) 

Special Needs and the Level of Income 

Two things were evident. First, as members of families and of 
society old people felt compelled, so far as they were able, to con- 
tinue the traditions of working life: buying birthday and Christmas 
presents, treating grandchildren, paying fares to visit relatives, 
providing for a socially approved funeral, contributing a share to- 
wards holidays, clubs, churches, coronation parties, wreaths for a 
neighbour and outings with friends and so on. These were genuine 
needs on which money had to be spent. Many pre-retirement spend- 
ing habits and customs were difficult to change, despite the sharp 
fall in income. Small wonder that cuts in expenditure were first made 
where no one else would notice. Second, in old age there were per- 
sonal needs of a special kind: medicines and appliances to buy which 
could not necessarily be provided through the National Health 
Service, extra sheets and clothing for the incontinent, extra coal, 
electricity and gas as well as compensatory things such as radios, 
house pets, newspapers and periodicals, for the housebound and 
infirm. These special family, social and personal needs were expressed 
as priority claims on the income of the old. Some had existed before 
retirement; others were the consequence of ageing and replaced the 
needs of working life. Money saved on fares to work and wear and 
tear on clothes, for example, was now needed for extra visits to the 
doctor and extra comforts at home. 

While more detailed studies of such needs must be made there is 
little doubt they exist. There is virtually no provision for them in 
‘subsistence’ payments to the old. The object of National Assistance is 
largely to make up income, on test of means, to a subsistence level. 
(The retirement pension, originally intended to provide for sub- 
sistence needs irrespective of other resources, is now officially 
regarded as providing a minimum income below such needs. 0 A 
general definition of need is incorporated in its scale rates, and these 
are applied to individual circumstances, with certain discretionary 
disregards and allowances. The sums are intended to cover food, 
fuel and light, clothing and household sundries, besides rent, and 

1 The Phillips Committee Report, 1954, op. cit., para. 212; and the Report by 
the Minister of Pensions and National Insurance on his Review of the Rates and 
Amounts of National Insurance Benefit, 1954, 
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sometimes, after investigation, small additions are made for laundry, 
domestic help or special diet. This definition of ‘subsistence’, on 
such evidence as exists, appears to be completely unrealistic. 

Nevertheless, retired people in Bethnal Green had, on average, 
little more than this subsistence income. Table 38 shows that the total 
personal income of the 129 retired people in the sample was only a 
little higher, after deducting rent, than the National Assistance scales. 
12% of the retired had, or their husbands or wives had, occupational 
pensions or gratuities ranging from a few shillings to £3. These sums 
are included in the averages. 33% had savings, only 13% £100 or 
more. 85% of the men entitled to tobacco vouchers were using them, 
and nearly 60% of the women. 


TABLE 38 

Personal Income of Retired Old People Compared with 
National Assistance Scales 


Old people 

Average 

Personal 

income 

Average 

rent* 

Personal 
income 
less rent 

National 
Assistance 
scales 
1955 1 

Total 

number 


s. d. 

s. d. 

s, d. 

s. d. 


Single and 






widowed 

49 7 

10 9 

38 10 

37 6 

85 

Married couples 

84 2 

15 0 

69 2 

63 0 

44 


* When an old person shared housekeeping arrangements with unmarried 
or married children or others he was asked what contribution they or he made 
to the rent. When no fixed contribution was made he or she was assumed to be 
paying half the total rent. 

t As from February 7th, 1955. These sums are payable in addition to rent. 

Some, of course, had a smaller personal income than the National 
Assistance scales. Altogether 42% of the 129 had assistance grants, 
ranging from Is, 6d. to 30.S'. 6d. a week, which supplemented retire- 
ment pensions, and a further 11% other assistance grants, such as 
non-contributory old age pensions. These were higher proportions 
than in the country as a whole, probably because most people were 
working-class.^ Yet inquiry into each individual case showed a 

1 It should be noted that the group of retired people, as defined, did not include 
all retirement pensioners. Three men in their seventies, for example, had a full- 
time wage as well as a pension; a few others were in part-time employment. Some 
of the retired depended not on a retirement pension, but on non-contributory 
pensions, or a widow's pension or allowance and so on. In the country as a whole, 
in 1955, there were about 4i million people receiving retirement pensions, or 
about 64% of those of pensionable age. Of these pensioners about a quarter had 
supplementary assistance grants. Altogether, of all retirement pensioners inter- 
viewed in Bethnal Green, 37% had supplementary grants. 
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further substantial proportion had not applied for assistance when 
they would have been entitled to it. 

Of the retired 46, or 36%, had a personal income lower than the 
National Assistance Board’s ordinary scales. 32 of these were single 
or widowed. Taking into account savings, the presence of other 
members of the household and infirmities meriting discretionary 
additions to the sum fixed for meeting their needs, it was calculated 
that from 20 to 25% of the retired would have been entitled to sup- 
plementary assistance grants, usually between a shilling and 155 '. a 
week, had they applied.^ 

Personal Rights and Family Support 

This is a high proportion. Why had they not applied? The answer 
lies partly in their unwillingness, partly in their unawareness of 
qualifying conditions, but largely in the support given them by their 
families. Many were unwilling to seek State aid. Those who would 
have qualified for supplementary assistance made remarks of the 
following kind: 

‘It would be worth it if a person wasn’t like me. I’ve never liked to 
cadge. I’m not a one to go running for help. I don’t spend money. I 
manage on what I’ve got. 1 don’t smoke, don’t drink and I’ve never 
been used to eating much. I’ve never been used to it. I’m not a cadger. 
I’ve never been that way brought up.’ This was a spinster living alone 
who had a retirement pension of £2 and savings amounting to less than 
£100. Her rent was 8.y, 5cl. 

‘1 don’t want to tell people all my affairs. They ask too many ques- 
tions. I’m proud I suppose.’ This was a married woman living with her 
husband and each had a retirement pension of £2. Their rent was 
11 s. 10c/. They had £75 savings, from which they were drawing at the 
rate of £1 a week, and felt they would be obliged to apply for assistance 
once these were exhausted. 

‘I’m a bad one for pleading. I've got my son. They wouldn’t allow me 
anything. I’m awful about asking for anything. I’d starve rather than 
ask for a penny.’ This was a widow living with a single son. She had a 
pension of £2, but no savings. Her rent was 15.y. 3c/. 

Such people were proud. They liked to be independent. They felt 
a pension, but not assistance, was their right. However presented to 

1 The method of assessing needs followed that outlined in the National Assist- 
ance Board’s Explanatory Leaflet A.L.I8. Thus the resources of old people who 
were householders were regarded as including a contribution of Is. a week from 
members of the household who were not dependent on them, but if these, 
usually married children, had dependants of their own they were not regarded 
as contributing more than an appropriate share of the rent. Some small resources 
(as described in the leaflet), such as a few shillings superannuation or small 
amounts of savings, were efisregarded. 
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them, they thought of supplementary assistance as charity. They 
depended, for as long as possible, on their own resources and on 
their children. One man said, ‘1 don’t like the idea of going to ask 
for it. Your pension, now, you have a right to that. You know what 
I mean. The supplementary benefit is not like something you’re 
entitled to.’ Another man said, ‘They should give people enough so 
they don’t have to apply for assistance. The pension’s not near 
enough. I reckon you should pay in more (for a pension) to get more. 

1 think it’s a good idea.’ A woman said, ‘Some people are much 
tougher about it. They say they’ll get everything they’re entitled to. 
But 1 can’t think of it like that. The pension is different, everyone 
has a right to that, but the other, they have to come round every six 
months or so asking questions.’ 

Their unwillingness to seek aid was rarely based on experience of 
harsh or unfair treatment. This should be made plain. By and large 
the evidence was that National Assistance officials were sympathetic. 
Their ‘fairness’ was generally acknowledged. One man said, ‘It’s a 
wise idea. It’s very fair indeed.’ But he had not applied. One case is 
perhaps worth quoting in full, to underline the importance of this 
point. 

Explaining how she got supplementary assistance two years before, 
Mrs. Jameson said, *I met a friend of mine, a widow, with several 
children like myself. She said, “Do you get any National Assistance?” 
She advised me to apply for it. 1 had a young lady to come to see me and 
she said, “However do you manage?” She said, “Why didn’t you come 
up before?” I took her in the front room and I said I had a piano and 
she said, “Don’t worry about that.” I didn’t like taking the lady in the 
kitchen, what with the tellie there. But it’s not like it used to be. The lady 
said but we don’t put things outside. She was really very nice.’ She 
compared her experience with Poor Relief before the war. ‘When I got 
married I went up for relief and told them I was working. I went up to 
the Assistance. I’ll never forget it. I said I didn’t have enough money. 
I told them 1 went out and started work at six o’clock and came back at 
nine o'clock. And they said, “What do you do then?” And 1 said I did 
the washing and the housework and got the kids their dinner. They said, 
“What do you do then?” I told them that I tried to get out in the after- 
noons to do another hour or two. They said to me, “Couldn’t you do 
work in between?” I said, “You want black women to go out to work, 
that’s what you want, you don’t want white women.’” 

Old people usually put off applying for National Assistance while 
they had savings, however small. At least half of those getting assist- 
ance had not sought it for months, or even years, after retirement. 
One woman said she had applied nine months after retirement, when 
she had used up her savings. ‘I. was jawed by my sisters and brothers 
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because I didn’t like to go. I like to be independent. I thought I was 
asking for charity. When the man came, he was a gentleman. He told 
me I should have applied before.’ Some put off applying for aid even 
when they knew the N.A.B. disregarded certain amounts of savings. 
Others did not know they qualified even when they had a few 
savings or other small resources, such as a few shillings earnings or 
superannuation. 1 Many could not be expected to understand all the 
complex conditions under which assistance is granted. ‘I’ve got a 
daughter living with me. They wouldn’t give me money.’ ‘When the 
pension goes up (early in 1955) I’ll be able to gel that little bit extra 
so that I can pay for a wireless each week. Would they (the N.A.B.) 
interfere if I did that?* ‘I don’t think the public assistance would let 
me go on a week’s holiday. But they (her daughter and son-in-law) 
paid for it. I don’t think the public assistance would like it.’ Others 
could not understand why the grants varied so much. ‘She’s getting 
more than me. Yet she’s just a widow, like me, on her own.’ 

Desire for independence and unawareness of qualifying conditions 
partly explained why retired people had not sought assistance or 
postponed application. Support by relatives provided the rest of the 
explanation. Two-thirds of those who would have qualified for 
assistance grants, but had not applied, were sharing housekeeping 
arrangements with unmarried or married children or other relatives. 
They were, in effect, subsidised by relatives. In Chapter VI the 
economy of the home was described in detail. There, attention was 
drawn to the extent and variety of transfers of income within the 
localised extended family and to the fact that people often received 
money and gifts from children at home or elsewhere, partly for the 
services they performed in providing meals and caring for grand- 
children. But the size of the subsidy, as we saw, was sometimes small. 
The conclusion is that retired people living within a localised 
extended family generally enjoyed a higher standard of living than 
others. Many of them would otherwise have been in poverty. 

Implications for Policy 

The chief facts described in this chapter about the standard of living 
of old people arc therefore these: 

(i) The very great fall in personal income upon retirement, a fall 
of over two-thirds for single and widowed and over a half 
for married people. 

(ii) The existence of special money needs, for health, comfort and 

* Certain resources, up to 205., arc disregarded. These include the first IO 5 . 6^/. 
of superannuation payments per week, disability pensions, and sick pay from a 
Friendly Society. See the N.A.B. Explanatory L^flet, A.L.18. 
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security in family and community, which are not taken into 
account in subsistence standards (such as that of the National 
Assistance Board). 

(iii) The low personal income of the retired; a third had a personal 
income below the National Assistance Board’s subsistence 
minimum and between a fifth and a quarter were not receiving 
assistance but would have qualified for it had they applied. 
As many as 75% in fact had an income low enough to qualify 
for assistance. 

(iv) The way in which the contributions of children and other 
relatives, living at home and elsewhere, prevented many 
people falling into poverty or applying for aid to the State. 

These facts require further investigation. The last deserves some 
comment, for it is open to misinterpretation. It docs not mean there 
were no financial worries. Some of the retired did not have families 
or had become separated from them; the relatives of others could 
not always afford to give much help because they had dependent 
children, or were disabled or sick. Thus there was a small minority 
of people in dire poverty, as examples above testify, and a much 
larger number who were poor rather than very poor only because of 
small contributions from relatives. The circumstances of these 
people were a disturbing commentary on the provisions of the 
‘Welfare State*. 

Neither docs it mean that bigger pensions or allowances would 
diminish the sense of family responsibility and so help to destroy 
family life. There was no evidence to suggest that the financial 
dependence of the old upon the young enhanced himily relationships 
or was liked by cither party. Indeed, old people themselves seemed to 
prefer financial and' household independence, so long as support 
from relatives nearby was available if required. There was no evi- 
dence of people with larger incomes being neglected by their families. 
Quite the contrary. One woman, for example, whose husband had a 
small occupational pension as well as a retirement pension amount- 
ing to £5 Is. 6cl. altogether, saw two of her three children every day 
and one every week. She said of pensions, ‘It’s a wonderful thing 
since they came in. It makes you not have to worry where the next 
meal’s coming from. When you’re old you don’t have to be a burden 
on your children.’^ To be financially independent meant people 
could hold their heads higher and did not have to become supplicants 
of their children. This was particularly true of men. It meant they 

1 When the old age pension was introduced in Ireland it was said to reinforce 
rather than weaken family relationships (Arensberg, C. M., and Kimball, S. T., 
Family and Community in Ireland, 1948, p. 125). 
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could contribute a share towards the cost of family activities and be 
more indulgent towards grandchildren and others. It meant their 
children were free of financial obligations which sometimes caused 
resentment. The strength of the Atmily was partly built on reciprocal 
services being freely performed. Both old and young liked to think 
they could give to one another without feeling compelled to do so. 

This was the principle on which old people wanted family life to 
be built. The evidence suggested that the present fall in income on 
retirement is much too sharp to allow past relationships and in- 
terests to be adequately maintained and special needs met. It also 
suggested that people endure hardships rather than apply for 
National Assistance to which they would be entitled. To follow these 
conclusions to the point of making suggestions for policy, it seems 
that officials of the National Assistance Board should at least visit 
all new retirement pensioners to see whether they qualify for assist- 
ance. More important, it seems that efforts should be made to pre- 
vent the old experiencing so sharp a fall in their standard of living 
on retirement. This is not the place to argue how\ but it involves 
recognising that previous ideas of ‘subsistence’ have been wholly 
unrealistic. If the pension were enough to preserve personal pride 
and identity the old would fit more happily into family and society. 

^ For general discussion see Titmuss, R. M., ‘Pension Systems and Population 
Change’, 1955; Abel-Smith, B., and Townsend, P., New Pensions for the Old, 
1955. 
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ISOLATION, LONELINESS AND THE 
HOLD ON LIFE 


THE POOREST PEOPLE, socially as well as financially, were those 
most isolated from family life. The questions of social isolation and 
loneliness in old age have not so far been examined in this book and 
will be discussed here. A distinction is made between the two: to be 
socially isolated is to have few contacts with family and community; 
to be lonely is to have an unwelcome feeling of lack or loss of com- 
panionship. The one is objective, the other subjective and, as we 
shall see, the two do not coincide. 

Social isolation needs to be measured by reference to objective 
criteria. The problem is rather like that of measuring poverty. 
‘Poverty’ is essentially a relative rather than an absolute term, and 
discovering its extent in a population is usually divided into two 
stages. Most people agree on the first stage, which is to place indi- 
viduals on a scale according to their income; they often disagree 
about the second, which involves deciding how far up the scale the 
poverty ‘line’ should be drawn. The task of measuring isolation can 
also be divided in this way by placing individuals on a scale according 
to their degree of isolation and by drawing a line at some point on 
the scale so that those below the line would, by common consent, 
be called ‘the isolated’. 

It is no easy task. One man works in a factory, lives with his wife 
and children, goes to the cinema and the pub regularly each week, 
and is secretary to a poultry club which meets each week-end. 
Another man lives alone because his wife is dead, has retired from 
work, visits a married daughter every day, spends his week-ends with 
a son and meets his friends in the park. How can these two men be 
placed on a common scale? The method suggested here is crude and 

166 



ISOLATION, LONELINESS AND THE HOLD ON LIFE 

tentative; but perhaps it can be developed into something more 
systematic. 

It is based on information about old people’s social contacts, 
particularly their contacts with relatives. By ‘contact’, as stated 
earlier, is meant a meeting with another person, usually prearranged 
or customary at home or outside, which involves more than a casual 
exchange of greetings between, say, two neighbours in the street. The 
first step for each person in the Bethnal Green sample was to add 
together the average number of contacts a week with each relative, 
some of whom, of course, were seen together; the second was to add 
on contacts with non-relatives, mainly neighbours and friends but 
also, for example, district nurses, home helps and doctors; the third 
was to add on an arbitrarily-chosen score for other social activities 
in the week. Thus a weekly visit to a club, to the cinema or to church 
was given a score of 2; a full-time occupation was given a weekly 
score of 20, a part-time occupation 10. The following is an example: 


Number of 

Widow living alone social contacts 

per week 

One married and one widowed daughter seen daily 14 

Two grandchildren seen daily 14 

Son-in-law seen once a week 1 

Sister seen once a week 1 

Two married sons, their wives and three children seen 
once a week 7 

Brother and wife seen every fortnight (}+ J) 1 

Twelve other relatives seen from once to six times a year 1 

Part-time occupation as school-cleaner 10 

Visit to old people’s club once a week 2 

Neighbour exchanging visits twice a week 2 

Irregular social activities (doctor, monthly visit to 
cinema, etc.) 1 

Total score 54 


The dilficultics of applying this method must not be underrated. 
For one thing, no account was taken of the function, intensity or 
duration of the contact: the score for a visit to another person, for 
example, was the same, whether it lasted five minutes or three hours. 
A relative or non-relative living at home was given twice the score of 
a person seen daily, i.e. 14. Irregular contacts, such as annual holi- 
days with distant relatives, were averaged out on a weekly basis for 
the year as a whole. Such contacts were generally of small import- 
ance, compared with the number occurring regularly, every day or 
every week. This is largely why, on balance, this method of scoring 
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social contacts seemed to be feasible, at least in this district. Day-by- 
day contacts with relatives formed the major part of the social world 
of these old people. Many of them, in any case, had a limited range 
of social activities because of infirmity. 


TABLE 39 

Social Isolation of Old People 


Degree of 
isolation 

Old people 

Social contacts in 
week 


Vo 

Number 

Mean 

Median 

Not isolated 

11 

156 

72-9 

67 

Rather isolated * 

13 

27 

29- 1 

28 

Isolated t 

10 

20 

14*6 

17 

Total 

100 

203 

61-3 

52 


• 22-35 contacts per week (or between 3 and 5 per day), 
t 21 contacts or fewer per week (or 3 or less per day). 

The weekly social contact score for each individual represented the 
extent of an individual’s isolation from, or involvement in, family 
and society. The scores of the 203 people in the sample were listed 
on a continuous scale, the highest, 208, being at the top and the 
lowest, 2, at the bottom. Examples will show the variations in social 
activities underlying these scores. 

A married woman of 64 lived with her husband, a single son and a 
granddaughter. She had a part-time occupation as an office cleaner. 
Three married daughters lived nearby and she saw them and four of 
their children every day. She saw two of their husbands nearly every day 
and one once a week. Her eldest son and his wife called once a week 
and her youngest son every day, his wife only once or twice a week. 
The surviving members of the husband's family were not seen but two 
of the wife’s nieces called every fortnight. She had a widowed friend 
living alone whom she visited once a fortnight but she took pride in not 
having any regular as.sociation with a neighbour. She went to the cinema 
once or twice a month. Total score 124. 

A married man of 69 lived with his wife. He had a full-time job as a 
nightwatchman. He attended a club once a week, went to the cinema 
once a fortnight and met two friends in a local pub two or three times a 
week. His only child, a daughter, lived nearby with her husband and 
child and he saw the three of them every day. Most of his surviving 
brothers and sisters lived abroad but he saw two of them and their 
children a few times each year. He saw three of his wife’s brothers and 
their families from once a month to once a fortnight at weekends. 
Total score 69. 
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A widow aged 78 lived alone in a tenement flat. She had no children, 
had lost touch with her husband’s family after his death 15 years previ- 
ously, and had not seen her surviving brother for some years. Two of a 
dead sister’s three children lived nearby. Seeing them was her chief 
social activity. One married niece had two children and her household 
included her unmarried brother. The widow visited them two afternoons 
a week and the unmarried nephew also called on her once or twice a 
week. Another niece lived in South London and the widow visited her 
every other weekend for an afternoon. Otherwise she had no regular 
associations with friends, neighbours or relatives. She did not go to 
church or to a club, but went to a cinema two or three times a week, 
alone. Total score 18. 

The people at the bottom of the scale merit close attention. They 
were usually living alone, older than average, without children or 
other relatives living nearby, retired from work and infirm. It was 
the combination of three or more of these factors that produced 
social isolation rather than any single one. Many of the oldest and 
most infirm people in the sample had a secure and rich family life. 
Many living alone saw a great deal of relatives and friends nearby. 
Some with no children were at work and had close relationships with 
brothers and sisters and nephews and nieces. 

The Isolated 

There were 20 people, as shown in Table 39, who had a social contact 
score of 21 per week (3 per day) or less. Relatively to the rest these 
were the very isolated. Their ages ranged from 64 to 83. They com- 
prised two married women, two widowers, eight widows, five spin- 
sters and three bachelors. Thirteen of them lived alone; 12 had no 
children and half of the rest had sons only. Tt is worth examining 
their circumstances, taking first those with children. Four of the 
eight with surviving children had daughters. One was a widow living 
with her only daughter, unmarried; she had few other relatives and 
all lived outside London. The second was a widow who had come 
with her only daughter from Scotland after the war, leaving friends 
and relatives behind. They were together until the housing authorities 
gave them two separate homes, several miles apart; now one of her 
daughter’s children lived with her but she saw the rest of the family 
once a week or less. The third was a very infirm widow whose only 
daughter was married to a naval officer, obliged to live near Ports- 
mouth; she lived in the same house as a widowed and childless sister 
and saw her every day but infirmity prevented other social contacts. 
The fourth was a widower of 80 who said his daughter and son living 
in Bethnal Green visited him twice a week to see he was all right but 
did not spend much time with him, now his wife was dead; he had 
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a drink with a friend twice a week but infirmity precluded other 
activities. 

The other four very isolated people with children had sons only. 
One was a married woman whose only son had moved into his wife’s 
home district outside London; she and her husband had only one 
relative in Bethnal Green, the wife’s unmarried sister, who was seen 
each week, and they had no friends or outside social activities, 
largely because the husband could not walk. Another was a widower, 
living with an unmarried son, who saw two married sons about once 
a week; he had no other surviving relatives. The two remaining 
people were both widows living alone. One had three sons living 
outside London, two of them visited her once a week; she saw a 
sister and two aged aunts in Bethnal Green every week but she spent 
much of her time on her own. The other had two illegitimate sons 
but no other relatives; she saw these sons occasionally. 

There remain the childless and the unmarried. Most were in a 
worse position# The 10 most isolated people of the 203 interviewed 
were all unmarried or childless. The circumstances of two are 
summarised below. i 

Miss Palcy, aged 67, lived in a one-room tenement flat. It was a large 
airless room with dismal orange-brown wallpaper peeling off in huge 
strips. Two or three mats, ingrained with dirt, covered the floor. There 
was an old iron bedstead propped up in the middle by two bits of wood 
- and on this was a heap of grey and brown blankets. An ancient iron 
mangle stood in a corner and there was a gas stove, a gas mantle for 
lighting, three or four wooden chairs and a table with a flat-iron prop- 
ping up one of its legs. Miss Palcy wore a pair of stockings, extensively 
patched and tied around her knees, and a ramshackle navy-blue skirt 
and slip. Her skin had the whiteness of someone who rarely went out 
and she was very shy of her appearance, particularly the open sores on 
her face. She said she suffered from blood poisoning, but had not seen 
her doctor since the war. (This was confirmed by the doctor.) She was 
the only child of parents who had been street traders and who had died 
when she was young, in the 1880s. ‘I was with my aunt until 1 was 
nearly 40. She was 85 when she died. 1 had cousins in the street but they 
were my aunt’s children. In the war they got scattered. They all had 
families to bring up and I haven’t met them since the war. I don’t know 
where they are. They had to leave me behind. I don’t want them people. 
I do my work in my own way. They wouldn’t have the patience with me.’ 
Persistent questioning failed to reveal a single relative with whom she 
had any contact. She did not go to the cinema, to a club or to church, 
and had no radio. She had spent Christmas on her own and had never 
had a holiday away from home. She sometimes made conversation with 
hqr neighbours in the street but because of her appearance did not go 

1 One of the two most isolated people of all those interviewed is reported on at 
length in Appendix 2, p. 228 (Interview Report 2). ‘ 
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into their homes or they into hers. She had only one friend, a young 
woman who ‘used to live in the street where I lived’, and they visited 
one another about once a week. Her answer to a question about mem- 
bership of a club was typical of much she said. ‘No, I can’t be shut in. 
I don’t go to those clubs. They’d be too much excitement for me.’ At 
one point she said she went to bed about 8 pm and got up between 10 
and 1 1 the next day. I also found she had an hour or two in bed in the 
afternoons. 

Mr. Fortune, aged 76, lived alone in a two-room council flat. There 
were two wooden chairs, an orange-box converted into a cupboard, a 
gas stove, a table covered with newspaper, a battered old pram with tins 
and boxes inside, a pair of wooden steps and little else in the sitting- 
room. There was no fire, although the interview took place on a cold 
February morning. Mr. Fortune had been a cripple from birth and he 
was partly deaf. He was unmarried and his five siblings w'crc dead. An 
older widowed sister-in-law lived aboyt a mile away with an unmarried 
son and daughter. These three and two married nieces living in another 
East London borough were seen from once a month to a few times a 
year. Asked how often he saw his sister-in-law Mr. Eortiine said, ‘Only 
when T go there. It’s a hard job to walk down there in winter time and 
I haven’t seen her for three or four months.’ Asked about an old people’s 
club he said, ‘No. I’m simply as I am now. I shouldn’t like to join. 
Walking is such a painful job for me. 1 can’t get any amusement out of 
it.’ He spoke to one or two of the neighbours outside his flat but he had 
no regular contact with any of them. He had one regular friend, living 
a few blocks away, w ho came over to sec him on a Sunday about once 
a month, ‘more when there’s fine weather’. He was not a churchgoer, 
never went to a cinema, rarely went to a pub because he could not 
afford a drink, had never had a holiday in his life and spent Christmas 
on his own. ‘My nephew came down for an hour. He gave me a little 
present, 2s. 6cL No, 1 didn’t get any cards.’ He received a non-contribu- 
tory pension and supplementary assistance through the National Assist- 
ance Board, which recently arranged for him to have a woman home 
help for two hours a week. Her regular call was the main event of the 
week. ‘I sit here messing about. Last week 1 was making an indoor 
aerial. 1 made those steps over there. I like listening to the wireless and 
making all manner of things. My time’s taken up, I can tell you, with 
that and cooking and tidying-up.’ 

The most striking fact about the most isolated people was that 
they had few surviving relatives, particularly ncar-rclativcs of their 
own or of succeeding generations. This lent special significance to 
familiar references to fathers having v/eaker ties with children than 
mothers, to sons being drawn into their wives’ families, and to 
distant relatives being lost sight of after the death of ‘connecting’ 
relatives. The isolated included a comparatively high number of un- 
married and childless people, of those possessing sons but not daugh- 
ters and of those without siblings.. Rarely did they have friends, 

171 



ISOLATION, LONELINESS AND THE HOLD ON LIFE 

become members of clubs or otherwise participate in outside social 
activities in compensation. Nearly all of them were retired and most 
were infirm; some were shy of revealing to others how ill or poverty- 
stricken they were or how they had ‘let themselves go’. They had 
little or no means of regular contact with the younger generation, 
and for one reason or another could not be brought into club 
activities. 

Loneliness in Old Age 

So far the circumstances of isolated people have been described 
without indicating how far they experienced feelings of loneliness. 
One of the most striking results of the whole inquiry was that those 
living in relative isolation from family and community did not always 
say they were lonely. 

Particular importance was attached during the interviews to 
‘loneliness’. The question was not asked until most of an individual’s 
activities had been discussed and care was taken to ensure as serious 
and as considered a response as possible. One difficulty had to be 
overcome. A few people liked to let their children think they were 
lonely so the latter would visit them as much as possible. This meant 
they were not inclined to give an honest answer if children were 
present. In an early interview one married woman, asked whether 
she ever got lonely, said, ‘Sometimes I do when they are all at work.’ 
But she hesitated before answering and looked at two married 
daughters, who were in the room. On a subsequent call, when this 
woman was alone, she told me she was ‘never lonely really, but I 
like my children to call.’ A widow, who was alone when interviewed, 
said she was never lonely. In fascinating contrast to this was a 
statement of one of her married daughters, who was interviewed 
independently. ‘She’^ not too badly off. The most she complains of 
is loneliness. She’s always wanting us to go up there.’ Care was 
therefore taken to ask about loneliness so far as possible when the 
old person was alone and to check any answer which seemed 
doubtful. 

Some people living at the centre of a large family complained of 
loneliness and some who were living in extreme isolation repeated 
several times with vigour that they were never lonely — such as Miss 
Paley and Mr. Fortune, described above. The relation between 
isolation and loneliness is shown in Table 40. Despite there being a 
significant association between isolation and loneliness about a half 
of the isolated and rather isolated said they were not lonely; over a 
fifth of the first group said they were. 

What is the explanation? Previous investigations have pointed to 
the multiplicity of causes of loneliness. In his Wolverhampton study 
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TABLE 40 

Social Isolation and Loneliness 


Old people 
saying they were 

Old people who 

were 

All 

old 

people 

Not 

Rather 

Isolated* 

Very lonely 

isolated 

% 

3 

isolated* 

o/ 

/o 

15 

V 

/o 

10 

5 

Sometimes lonely 

18 

41 

30 

22 

Not lonely 

79 

44 

60 

72 


— 

— 

— 

— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

156 

27 

20 

203 


* As defined in the previous table. 


Sheldon showed that those experiencing loneliness tended to be 
widowed and single people, to be living alone, to be in their eighties 
rather than in their sixties, to be men rather than women and to be 
the relatively infirm. He coneluded, ‘Loneliness cannot be regarded 
as the simple direct result of social circumstances, but is rather an 
individual response to an external situation to which other old people 
may react quite difTcrcntly.’^ There seemed to be no single cause of 
severe loneliness in old people. 

In several respects the present inquiry reached similar results. 
46% of widowed people said they were very or sometimes lonely, 
42% of those living alone, 53% of those in their late seventies and 
eighties and 43%, of those who were infirm, compared with 27%, in 
the sample as a whole. But it is possible that less emphasis should be 
given to personal dilfcrcnces and to a multiplicity of causes. The 
results also suggested that a single social factor may be fundamental 
to loneliness. This is the recent deprivation of the company of a close 
relative, usually a husband or wife or a child, through death, illness 
or migration. 

Recent Bereavement 

Examination of individual interview-reports showed that of the 56 
people saying they were very or sometimes lonely, 28 had been 
recently bereaved and 17 separated from children. This seemed to be 
the chief cause of their loneliness. A further 1 1 had experienced other 
drastic changes in family circumstances. It is necessary to consider 
these lonely people. 

All but four of the 28 who had been recently bereaved had lost a 

1 Op. cit., p. 130. He added, in parenthesis, that the main exception to this 
statement was when the death of a spouse was recent. 
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husband or wife within the previous 10 years. ‘No one knows what 
loneliness is till your partner happens to go.’ ‘You don’t realise it 
until you know it. But loneliness is the worst thing you can suffer in 
life.’ The men in particular talked about their bereavement with very 
deep feeling. ‘I miss her. Every time I look over there — that’s her 
seat. People kept telling me to have someone to look after me but I 
said to myself, there’ll never be another woman who will take her 
place.’ Three of them did not talk, they wept. 

Mr. Heart had lost his wife seven years earlier. He lived with an un- 
married son but he had no daughter. ‘Sometimes I get lonely. 1 think of 
her. There’s not a day passes but she’s in my mind. When she died 1 
don’t know how I stood on my feet. You don’t know what it is when 
you don’t have a wife. ... I wish I had a daughter. If you had a daughter 
it would put you in mind of your wife. Sometimes I think I hear her 
calling in the next room. She was what you call exceptional, exceptional 
good. You never had to run round any public house for her. My son 
still goes and puts flowers on her grave. ... You can’t tell how you miss 
someone until they go. Death’s a terrible thing, to lose someone you 
love.* 

One of the major consequences of a wife’s death was that the man 
saw less of his children. He acknowledged it was the mother who 
held the family together. ‘ When my missus was alive I had to come 
and have tea in the bedroom because there wasn’t room in here. The 
place was crowded out with them (married children and their families 
on Saturdays and Sundays).’ ‘My daughters used to come round 
often when my wife was alive, but I don’t see so much of them now. 
But they like to know I’m comfortable and being looked after.’ 
Widowers in fact saw less of their children, particularly of their 
sons, than married men and married or widowed women, as judged 
by average frequency/ of contact. But this falling-off did not apply to 
all a widower’s children. A close relationship with one child was 
usually maintained. Several lived with a single or married daughter, 
or visited a married daughter daily, and then described the pleasure 
grandchildren gave them.' ‘My young granddaughter likes swinging 
and I pick her up and she swings between my legs. And then she 
climbs up on me. Playing with my grandchildren is my greatest 
pleasure.’ They found some consolation here. ‘I’m a grandfather,’ 
said one man, ‘and that’s the only goodness I get out of life.’ 

The loss of the marriage partner was not quite such a disaster for 
women. They had always depended less on husbands than husbands 
on them, and they found it easier to console themselves with their 
families. Nevertheless, many of them were lonely, particularly if their 

1 Two of the diaries in Appendix 3 (James and Tulier) give a good idea of the 
activities of many retired widowers. . 
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husbands had died recently and particularly if infirmity or shortage 
of relatives prevented them from finding comfort readily in the 
companionship of others. One woman’s husband had died eight 
years previously. She had no children. ‘I get so lonely I could fill up 
the teapot with tears.’ 

Mrs. Pridy was very infirm and her husband had died only a year previ- 
ously, when she was 80. She lived with a daughter and grandchildren. 
‘I sit here for hours and hours sometimes thinking about it. I get de- 
pressed and I start crying. We was always together. I can remember 
even his laughing. “Come on, girl,” he’d say, “don’t get sitting about. 
Let’s liven ’em up.” They say what is to be will be. I never thought he’d. 

. . . But we’ve all got to go. A good many of them don’t even know he’s 
gone (neighbours). I sit here for hours thinking about him. I can’t get 
over it.’ 

Almost every man and woman whose husband or wife had died 
within the previous five years, compared with a half between five and 
ten years and a quarter over that limit, felt lonely. The shorter the 
period since the death the more likely were people to complain of 
loneliness. This is shown in Table 41. Although practically everyone 
felt lonely at first after about five or six years the presence or not of 
an affectionate family seemed to determine how long such feelings 
persisted. 


TABLE 41 

Widowed People Experiencing Loneliness, by Years since 
Death of Spouse 


Years since 
death of 
spouse 

Number of old people 
saying they were 

Very or 
sometimes 
lonely 

Not 

lonely 

0-4 

11 

1 

5-10 

13 

13 

1 1 and over 

12 

33 


Four people had lost a child and not a husband recently. Three 
were women widowed in the 1914 war v/ho said a son had died in the 
previous few years. One had lost two sons in the 1939 war and 
another three years previously. ‘I could cry my heart out sometimes 
when I sit here.’ There was also a married woman whose only son 
had been killed at Arnhem in 1944. ‘He’s never out of my mind. I 
always sec him in my mind and they’re still talking about wars.’ In 
speaking of the loss of children and. other relatives it was notable 
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how long people felt grief and how indelible was the memory of 
these people. The ‘In Memoriam’ colunm of a local East London 
newspaper provides many examples of the feelings of relatives for 
those who have died, some of them several years previously. In the 
following three illustrations, printed in 1955, only the names have 
been changed. 

HOWARD — To the beautiful memory of my beloved daughter, Alice, 
who fell asleep June 17th, 1949. 

Time takes away the edge of grief. 

But memories turn back every leaf. 

Ever in our thoughts — Mum and all. 

TALEWILL — In treasured memory of our dear Mum, who fell asleep 
June 7lh, 1945. 

Not a day do we forget you. Mum, 

In our hearts you are ever near, 

Loved, remembered, longed for always. 

Bringing many a silent tear. 

Sadly missed — Loving sons and daughters. 

HUGGINS — In loving memory of a dear nephew who passed away 
June 6th, 1953. 

Sad and sudden was the call. 

To one so dearly loved by all. 

This month of June comes with regret. 

It brings back a tragedy we shall never forget. 

— From Aunt Caroline, Uncle Bill, Uncle Herbert, 
Uncle Steve and cousins Mary, Alice and 
children. 


Recent Separation 

After bereavement, recent separation from children and grand- 
children was the most important reason for loneliness, affecting 17 
of the 56 people. 1 1 of the 17 had no contact with a child living in the 
district although recently at least one child had been there. What 
happened was that, if the last child to get married moved out of the 
district or was unable to find a home in it and there were no other 
children living nearby, the old person greatly missed their daily 
companionship, particularly if widowed. A further three old persons 
had a son living nearby but the daughters had recently moved away. 
And three widows who had been living with married children now 
lived alone, although some of their children still lived in the same 
district. 

Mrs. Marvel was 80 and she lived alone in a new council flat. Her 
husband had been dead for 30 years. None of her six surviving children 
lived in Bethnal Green although five of the six visited her regularly once 
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or twice a week. A married daughter lived with her until she obtained 
a council house outside London five years previously. Mrs. Marvel 
wanted to stay in the district where she had lived nearly all her life. 
Speaking of her former home, which was recently demolished, she said, 
‘We went in ten and came out one.’ Later she said, ‘Tm sometipies 
lonely, especially as my children are away. Still, I count my blessings. 
They’re all good children.’ 

Mrs. Foreman had been a widow for over 30 years. She had no 
daughters and until twelve months previously had been living with her 
married son. He had now moved to a new housing estate. Although 
she stayed with him every weekend she was lonely at home. ‘I don’t 
like coming back here. I get the hump.’ 

There remained 11 whose loneliness seemed to be due to other 
causes. All had recently experienced a marked change in their social 
circumstances. The husband of one and the daughter of another 
were in hospital, and had been there for some months. A third com- 
plained bitterly about the new council flat to which she had been 
moved a year previously; she was among neighbours she did not 
know or like and she was further from two of her relatives. Two 
married men were infirm and could not leave the house; both had 
retired within the past three years. A married woman had experienced 
several drastic changes in the past few years and was one of the most 
lonely of all those interviewed. As an extreme example, she is worth 
noting. 

Mrs. Austin, in her late sixties, lived in a council flat with her husband. 
She said she missed not having her seven children around her and that 
she was ‘very lonely. I can’t account for it at all. I get so depressed.* 
Five of the seven had married within a space of three years around 
1950 and had left home one after another. All but two had moved to 
housing estates outside London or in other East London boroughs. 
These two lived about a mile away. One son, to whom she was particu- 
larly attached, had been killed in an accident several years previously. 
Soon after the children had married Mr. and Mrs. Austin had to leave 
their home, because it was to be demolished. ‘1 can’t settle here. I’d 
been over 40 years in one house. Since it’s been pulled down and we’ve 
come here I’ve hardly spoken to my next-door neighbours. All the old 
neighbours have gone. You can’t go in and out like you used to.’ She 
saw much less of her children than formerly, although her two youngest 
visited her twice a week and three of the others once a fortnight. Her 
only sister had died three years ago. Because of headaches she could no 
longer read and because of a fall which damaged her hand she could 
no longer knit. Her husband had been in ill-health for several years 
and was on bad terms with some of the children. Mrs. Austin had made 
two attempts at suicide and had recently spent six months in a mental 
hospital. 

N—F.L.O.P. 
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In this example nearly all the disturbing social changes that can 
occur in the life of an old person had occurred. Close relatives had 
died, the children had migrated, the old home and neighbourhood 
had to be given up and many activities had to be abandoned because 
of increasing infirmity. This was desolation with a vengeance. Now 
to be desolate, as defined earlier, is to have been deprived recently 
of the companionship of someone who is loved. And the main con- 
clusion of this analysis is that people saying they were lonely were 
nearly all people who had been deprived recently of the companion- 
ship of someone they loved. They were desolates and not necessarily 
isolates. They were isolated only in the sense that they had become 
isolated, relative to their previous situation. Many were not short of 
eompany. Several widowed people, in particular, lived with children 
and grandchildren and had many social activities. 

The Hold on Life 

Wc have seen that desolation, or the loss of someone who is loved, 
is more important than social isolation in explaining the loneliness 
of old people. Such a change may explain much more than loneliness, 
for it affects a person’s health and whole state of mind. The problems 
of the physical and mental health of old people need to be studied 
against their known social condition and the sudden changes in that 
condition. In Bethnal Green many people talked of the drastic effects 
of retirement on men and of bereavement on both men and women. 
Remarks about people who had just retired or who had been recently 
widowed suggested they had less will to live and deteriorated quickly. 

‘ He didn’t want to live any more.’ ‘Men break up when they give up 
work. They soon go.’ ‘He Just went to pieces when she died.’ ‘She 
was left all alone in the world and didn’t want to go on living.’ ‘I’ve 
got nothing left to live for.’ ‘He won’t be long in following her.’ 
These remarks deserve careful attention. They imply the possibility 
of sudden physical degeneration, after retirement, for men, and after 
bereavement, for men and women. 

While this is a very complex matter which cannot be discussed in 
detail here, three separate points seem to be worth making. The first 
concerns widows and widowers. The difficulties of old people in 
adapting themselves to new situations are well known. ^ It may be 
particularly difficult for them to adjust their lives to the fact of 
bereavement. This is strongly supported by what they say about 
loneliness. The suggestion is that the mortality rates for people 
widowed in old age are likely to be higher than the rates for single 
and married people, and even than people, of the same age, widowed 
when young. 

1 Wclford, A. T., et ai. Skill and Age, 1950. 
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Precise statistical data are not available to test this supposition. 
What evidence there is does not distinguish between those widowed 
late in life and other widowed people. But it is certainly not in conflict 
with the supposition. Mortality rates, by age and marital status, are 
available. These show higher death rates among older widowed 
people than others. Table 42 provides an example from recent years. 
In a comprehensive discussion of the records of the experience of 
England and Wales in 1930-32 the inferiority of the vitality of 
widows was, as the Registrar General put it, ‘very marked’.^ 


TABLE 42 

Death Rates per Thousand, by Age and Marital Status, 
England and Wales (1950-1952)* 


Sex and Age 


marital status 

62 

67 

72 

77 

82 

Males : 

Single 

34 

50 

72 

108 

162 

Married 

27 

42 

63 

96 

147 

Widowed 

37 

52 

76 

116 

175 


— 

— 

— 

- — 

. — 

Total 

29 

44 

67 

104 

162 

Females; 

Single 

15 

25 

41 

72 

122 

Married 

15 

25 

42 

72 

113 

Widowed 

17 

27 

46 

80 

131 

Total 

15 

26 

44 

77 

127 


♦ Source; Registrar GeneraVs Decennial Supp.for England and Wales, 195 L 

There may be a number of reasons why the death rates for older 
widowed people tend to be higher than those for single and married 
people. Some may catch the illnesses from which their husbands or 
wives died. On the face of it, however, the influence of recent 
bereavement upon the rates may be worth careful study. 

The second point concerns the higher death rates for older men 
than for older women. The differences between men and women may 
not be explained entirely by biological and physiological differences. 
Social factors may play a significant part here too. It was shown 
earlier, for example, that the man in Bethnal Green, on retirement, 

1 Registrar General's Decennial Supplement for England and Wales, 1931, 
Part 1, 1936, p. 12. Such evidence is not peculiar to this country. See, for example, 
Dublin, L. J., Lotka, A. t and Spicgelman, M., Length of Life, 1949, p. 136; and 
Shurtleff, D., ‘Mortality and Marital States’, 1955. 

179 



ISOLATION, LONELINESS AND THE HOLD ON LIFE 

had to change virtually his whole style of living; he was deserted by 
workmates and friends and while he was thrown back on his family, 
he could rarely do other than play second fiddle to his wife. On the 
other hand his wife, to whom the affairs of household and family 
had always been dominant, could usually go on to a ripe old age 
doing most of the things she had always done. Sheldon observed 
that fewer women than men were in extreme good- or ill-health and 
while more of them had subnormal health their hold on life was 
tenacious. The present limited findings, so far as they go, confirm 
his observation. It is possible that the effect of retirement on men 
and that the security of women in job and family may contribute 
to the woman’s greater expectation of life. ^ This complicated ques- 
tion cannot be entered into here: a plea is made only for further study 
of these social influences. 

The third point in this matter of the effect of social factors upon 
health concerns social isolation. The trials and tribulations of old 
age may be harder for isolated people to bear, because they are not 
sustained by family and friends. A crude hypothesis may be put for- 
ward. Those who are socially isolated in old age, particularly those 
with the fewest contacts with relatives, tend to make greater claims 
on hospital and other health and social services and to die earlier 
than others. 

Information concerning the first part of this hypothesis, on the 
social characteristics of old people making claims on the social 
services, will be considered in the next chapter. There is little informa- 
tion which will help in refining or confirming the second part, except 
that concerning deaths of unmarried and of married or widowed 
but childless people. Proportionately more single and childless people 
were found to be socially isolated in Bethnal Green; this is likely to 
be true elsewhere. ln,old age the death rates for bachelors are higher 
than those for married men but lower than those for widowers. The 
differences between single and married women seem to be very slight, 
except at the oldest ages.^ The subject is, however, very complex 
because of the influence of physical selection for marriage and of 
diseases associated with child-bearing, to say nothing of the changes 
in patterns of marriage. There has been a rise in marriage rates since 
1939. As those who marry are likely, on average, to be in better 

1 One interesting fact is that suicide rates increase much more quickly with 
age for men than for women. Sainsbury suggests this is partly due to the greater 
susceptibility of men to change and economic stress. He also pointed out that 
‘during the War, for example, when elderly men were able to obtain useful 
employment, the suicide rate among them fell more than that of younger men’ 
(Sainsbury, P., Suicide in London, 1955, p. 81). 

2 For comment, see Registrar General's Decennial Supplement for England and 
Wales, 1931, op, cit,, p. 12. 
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health than the unmarried it seems that as the number of spinsters 
becomes progressively smaller, a higher proportion will have 
inferior vitality. Recent evidence has shown that death rates of single 
women, relatively to married women, have increased in the last 20 
years. 1 Safer child-bearing has also contributed to the relative im- 
provement in the death rates of married women. Even so, in a long 
analysis comparing the mortality of single and married women 
before the war the Registrar General stated, ‘It is difficult to escape 
the conclusion that in the present state of society the married con- 
dition per se for women is more favourable to vitality than the single 
condition at ages up to 60.’^ 

Other data concern the once-married but childless. Since 1938 
information has been obtained, at the registration of deaths of women 
who were or had at any time been married, as to whether they had 
had children. The number of such children, and whether they were 
live or still-born, is not recorded. Infertility rates, derived from such 
information, arc published from time to time. The infertility rates for 
older deceased widows are lower than those for older deceased mar- 
ried women. This ‘unexpected’ relationship, as it is described in the 
Statistical Review,*^ may be due to a number of factors. One is that 
women with children may live longer, or may more often outlive 
their husbands, than childless women because the company of child- 
ren helps them to keep a hold on life. All the available information 
about death-rates is, however, rather scanty. None of it — so far as 
the writer is aware — allows any exact test of an association between 
death and social isolation or, more generally, any systematic study 
of the relation between longevity and social circumstances.'* 

Some of these speculations may deserve further inquiry. Comfort 
has stated that senescence is a change in the behaviour of an organism 
with age, which leads to a decreased power of survival and adjust- 
ment. ^ Here it is suggested that the social and especially the family 
circumstances of individuals are a major determinant of the rate of 
decline in the power of self-adjustment and self-defence in later life. 

J Registrar General's Decennial Supplement for England and Wales^ 1951. 

2 Registrar General's Statistical Review of England and Wales for the Year 1933 
(Text), pp. 42-43. 

3 Registrar General's Statistical Review of England and Wales for the Five 
years, 1946-1950 (Text, Civil), 1954, p. 147. 

4 Death rates by social class provide some information, but perhaps not in 
enough detail. See the Registrar General's Decennial Supplement, England and 
Wales, 1951 (Occupational Mortality, Part 1). This suggests, among other things, 
that the differences between the death rates of the five social classes tend to 
narrow with advancing age and for men aged 65 and over death rates in Social 
Class V are lower than those for all other classes. There is some doubt, however, 
about the reliability of the information on social class. 

5 Comfort, A., The Bi(flogy of Senescencif, 1956, p. 190. 
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Broadly speaking there may be a marked association between each 
of three social factors, these being social isolation, social desolation, 
and retirement, and the expectation of life of old people. Biological, 
physiological and health factors aside, one would expect, on the 
rather limited evidence from the present study, that old women and, 
to a lesser extent, old men who are at the centre of a secure family 
live longer than those who are socially isolated or desolated, par- 
ticularly the latter. 

The chief purpose of this chapter has been to distinguish between 
isolates and desolates in old age and show the importance of the dis- 
tinction. Those who arc secluded from family and society, as object- 
ively assessed on the basis of defined criteria, are the isolates. Those 
who have been recently deprived by death, illness or migration of the 
company of someone they love — such as a husband or wife or child 
— are the desolates. A major conclusion of the present analysis is 
that, though the two are connected, the underlying reason for loneli- 
ness in old age is desolation rather than isolation. The method of 
defining the isolates described above was to place those interviewed 
on a scale according to the number of social contacts they had. 
About a tenth had an average of only three social contacts a day or 
less; these were the most isolated, and they included a relatively high 
number of unmarried and childless people. The problems of such 
people seem to be acute and it has been suggested they are likely to 
make by far the greatest claim on the social services. This suggestion 
will now be examined; if true the implications for social policy are 
many. 
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WHO CLAIM STATE CARE? 


THE SOCIAL and family circumstances of old people helped by 
the social services, particularly those entering institutions, have been 
attracting much attention from doctors, administrators and research 
workers in recent years. By some they are said to be much more im- 
portant than physical and medical conditions in explaining ad- 
missions to hospitals. Yet study of them has rarely been pressed 
beyond very general inquiry. It is the aim of this chapter to show how 
closer study helps us to understand the problems of old age more 
clearly. In examining the social characteristics of those making claims 
on the State we begin to recognise the practical problems of isolation. 

Studies of the social background of those entering institutions 
have certainly grown in number in the last few years. In one, Lewis 
and Goldschmidt argued that social circumstances were a main 
cause of admissions to a mental hospital and that the failure to retain 
a place in the community and to be a member of a family were 
strongly detrimental to mental health.' Roth and Morriscy stated 
recently that difi'ercnccs in the social and economic status of the old 
in America and in Britain may account for a much sharper rise in 
admission rates to American mental hospitals.^ Amulree and others 
have emphasised the importance to hospital authorities of knowing 
about the home circumstances of older patients and the availability 
of relatives. 3 Graham and others have said that a long stay in hos- 
pital is often necessary for social rather than medical reasons.^ In 

1 Lewis, A. J., and Goldschmidt, H., ‘Social Causes of Admissions to a Mental 
Hospital for the Aged’, 1943. Appendix 5 gives all references in full. 

2 Roth, M., and Morrissey, D., ‘Problems in the Diagnosis and Classification 
of Mental Disorder in Old Age’, 1952, p. 66. 

3 Lord Amulree, Exton-Smith, A. N., and Crockett, G. S., ‘Proper Use of the 
Hospital in the Treatment of the Aged Sick’, 1951. 

4 Graham, W. L., ‘TKc Aged Sick’, 1954. 
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a survey of hospitals in the Bristol region Hughes and Pugmire stated, 
‘We cannot divorce the social problem from the hospital problem; 
experience shows that elderly patients are rarely admitted to hospital 
for clinical reasons only.”i Howell in fact presented evidence showing 
that some 90% of people on the waiting list of a chronic sick hospital 
in Croydon needed admission for social as well as medical reasons.^ 
And the Standing Medical Advisory Committee for Scotland said 
in a recent report, ‘The problems of the medical care of the elderly 
... arc more domiciliary than institutional, and are more problems 
of social medicine and of medical administration than of clinical 
medicine.’^ 

Much of the interest in the social causes of admission to hospitals 
has been stimulated by recent evidence of the striking differences in 
marital status between the hospital and the general population. 
Following a number of localised studies,^ Abcl-Smith and Titmuss 
have recently presented comprehensive material. At the time of the 
1951 Census two-thirds of hospital beds for the elderly were occupied 
by single and widowed or divorced people. Nearly 7% of single 
men aged 65-74 were in National Health Service hospitals, compared 
with nearly 2% of widowers and 1% of married men. There was also 
nearly 4% of single women of that age in hospital, compared with 
just over 1%, of married and widowed women. ‘Marriage and its sur- 
vival into old age appears to be a powerful safeguard against 
admission to hospitals in general and to mental and “chronic” 
hospitals in particular.’^ 

Such evidence, important as it is, gives no more than a broad idea 
of some social causes. All the factors contributing to the isolation 
of the elderly have yet to be examined to see what effect they have 
on admission rates, among which, as was shown in tlic last chapter, 
are childlessness, living alone, lack of near-relatives and separation 
from them. In their study Abel-Smith and Titmuss remarked that in 
any interpretation of the hospital statistics by marital status ‘in 
relation to the role of the family (and particularly the part played by 
surviving children of elderly hospital patients) it has to be borne in 
mind that no information whatever is available to show what pro- 
portion of married, widowed and divorced people have children to 

1 Hughes, W., and Pugmire, S. L., ‘A Geriatric Hospital Service’, 1952. 

2 Howell, T. H., ‘Problems of the Aged and Chronic Sick*, 1954. 

3 The Ageing Population, 1953. 

4 Thomson, A. P., Lowe, C. R., and McKeown, T., The Care of the Ageing 
and Chronic Sick, 1951; Adams, G. F., and Cheeseman, E. A., Old People in 
Northern Ireland, 1951. 

5 Abel-Smith, B., and Titmuss, R. M., The Cost of the National Health Service 
in England and Wales, 1956, p. 71. 
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whom they can turn for support.’ They suggested that perhaps over 
half the adults in all hospitals were either childless or had no surviv- 
ing children. ‘The existence or otherwise of surviving husbands, 
wives and children is perhaps the most important single social factor 
governing the amount and distribution by age and sex of demand 
for hospital care — particularly from the older age groups in the 
population.’^ 

In Bethnal Green it was hoped that an examination of a random 
sample of old people in family and community would throw up 
reasons why some rather than others had recourse to the social 
services, but this was recognised to be only one side of the picture. 
Confirmation would have to be sought in local hospitals and welfare 
homes and at the headquarters of domiciliary services. Accordingly, 
information was collected from a local geriatric hospital, from the 
records of the L.C.C. about Welfare Homes and from the local 
Home Help Service. The object was to compare people claiming 
help from the State with a cross-section of those in the general 
population. 

Old People in Hospital 

The records of 304 people in a geriatric hospital near Bethnal Green 
were studied in the summer of 1955 . 2 All but 24 of these people were 
of pensionable age. It was possible to establish their age, age at 
admission, marital status, next of kin, whether or not they had sur- 
viving children, whether or not they had been living alone prior to 
admission to hospital, and what district they came from. One in six 
had lived in Bethnal Green and most of the remainder in the neigh- 
bouring boroughs of Shoreditch, Finsbury and Islington. Table 43 
compares the hospital population, by sex and marital status, with 
the general population of pensionable age in the four London 
boroughs. 

It is clear there were, compared with the local population, signifi- 
cantly more single and widowed or separated people in hospital. 
The great majority of people were, however, in their seventies and 
eighties and this partly, but not wholly, explains why the percentage 
of widowed was so high. There were relatively more men in hospital — 
38% compared with 31%. Women were older at admission than men, 

1 Op. cit.^ pp. 146-147. 

2 1am indebted to St. Matthew’s Hospital, Finsbury, for access to these records. 
A full analysis of the previous socjal circumstances of the elderly patients could 
not be made, partly because information in the records about relatives was 
usually restricted to the names and addresses of children (sometimes not all of 
them if there were several) and/or next of kin, and partly because a number of 
the old people had been transferred from other institutions and their case-histories 
were sometimes incomplete. 
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TABLE 43 

Old People in an East London Geriatric Hospital and 
in the Local Population,* by Sex and Marital Status 

Men 65 + Women 60 4- 


Marital status 

In 

Local 

In 

Local 


hospital 

population * 

hospital 

®/ 

population 

V 

Single 

/o 

24 

/o 

11 

/o 

22 

/o 

14 

Married 

28 

64 

8 

37 

Widowed or 
separated 

48 

25 

70 

49 


— 

— 

— 

— 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

102 

15,797 

178 

35,457 


• Between 80% and 90% of the hospital patients had been living in Bethnal 
Green, Shoreditch, Finsbury and Islington. The 1951 Census statistics for these 
four boroughs have been used. 

and single and widowed people, for both sexes, older than married 
people. Men with children were older at admission than men without 
children but women with and without children entered hospital on 
average at about the same age. Over 50% of those of pensionable 
age in the hospital had been living alone before admission. This 
compares with 21% living alone in the Bethnal Green sample of 
people of pensionable age. As many as 20% had no next-of-kin, or, 
rather, none were recorded. 

The most striking fact about the hospital population was, however, 
the proportion of people married or widowed who had no surviving 
children. This was ^15% of men and 33% of women. By comparison 
only 10% of the married and widowed men in the general sample, and 
9% of the women, had no surviving children. The greater difference 
for women is probably attributable to the fact that women are more 
secure in their families than men and are more likely to be nursed in 
illness by their children. Thus, relatively fewer of those with children 
and more of the childless entered hospital. 

A second striking fact about the hospital population was the pro- 
portion with surviving sons rather than daughters. 33% of those 
with children had at least one son but no daughters, which compares 
with 14% of those in the general sample. Daughters often, but sons 
rarely, nurse old people at home and this probably explains why 
relatively more people with sons only entered hospital. 

Before admission to hospital at least one-third had none of their 
children recorded as living in the same borough as themselves; 
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pnly 15% in the Bethnal Green sample were similarly placed. This 
suggests that geographical separation from children may be a strong 
factor making it more likely for an old person to enter hospital. 
The hospital records of people with children also showed that some 
of the children suffered from ill-health. A few were noted as being 
in mental hospitals, or as being disabled, suffering from TB and so 
on. The children of some people were old age pensioners themselves 
and could no longer do heavy nursing. 

The conclusion is that those admitted to a local geriatric hospital 
differed markedly from the general population of old people in their 
family and social circumstances. Apart from differences in marital 
status, which broadly confirm previous findings, there were three sig- 
nificant features of the family circumstances of those in hospital: 
(1) The unmarried and the childless formed 43% of the people in 
hospital, compared with 18% of people in Bethnal Green. (2) Only 
39% of the hospital population had surviving daughters, compared 
with 71% outside. (3) A higher proportion of those in hospital had 
been geographically isolated from children, when living at home. 
These conclusions apply only to one hospital for the chronic sick and 
require confirmation elsewhere, but on this showing marriage and the 
availability of children, particularly of daughters, is a strong protec- 
tion against admission to hospital. 

Old People in Welfare Homes 

In addition to the small-scale study of a local hospital a study was 
made of the reasons why old people sought admission to Welfare 
Homes (previously called ‘institutions’). The object was to explore 
further the social influences on demand for institutional care. By the 
courtesy of the Chief Officer of the L.C.C. Welfare Department a 
random sample was drawn of the records of 203 people, previously 
living in east and south-east London, who had died in Welfare 
Homes.i Of the 203, 188 were of pensionable age on first admission, 
and the following analysis is concerned with these. The most useful 
records were the Admitting Officers’ reports, which usually gave a 
brief summary of physical and social conditions as well as the reasons 
for application to enter a Home. The reports were based on a visit 
to each person’s address. Some consisted largely of vague phrases 
like ‘in need of care and attention’ and ‘unable to look after him- 
self’, and usually concentrated only on the home environment. 

1 A random selection was made from the records of those previously living in 
Bethnal Green and in neighbouring boroughs, who had died in L.C.C. welfare 
homes between 1948 and 1955. Homes for the blind and for mothers and babies, 
hostels and reception centres were excluded, as were voluntary establishments. 
In intention at least, the large and small homes from which the cases were 
drawn are now reserved for the old and infjrm. 
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Admitting Officers are not required to establish the whereabouts of 
all the children of old people, other than the next of kin, or to see 
whether any alternative to admission to a Home could be arranged 
within the family. Thus, for the purposes of the study, while it was 
possible to ascertain some facts about children it was not possible 
to gain full information. i 

The ‘immediate’ causes of admission to Homes, as indicated by 
the records, varied widely. The people could be grouped in the 
following broad categories. In each category infirmity usually played 
some part. There were (1) those who lived alone and had no resources 
to meet growing infirmity; (2) those who had lost former accom- 
modation, because of eviction by an unsympathetic landlord, because 
relatives moved to a new home or needed more space for growing 
children or for nearer relatives, or because of quarrels with in-laws; 
(3) those who had lost relatives who supported them, usually by 
death but sometimes because prior claims had been placed on the 
relative; (4) those depending on a relative who was now infirm or 
ill. 

The sample of people who had entered Welfare Homes contained 
more men than women and was made up largely of the unmarried 
and widowed. 35% of the men were single, compared with 14% of 
the women; but 61% were widowed or separated, compared with 
83%. Nearly two-thirds of both men and women had been living 
alone before admission. As many as 23% had no next of kin, or 
none recorded. Written across many records were the words: ‘no 
relatives, no friends’. These old people had been living in extreme 
isolation. For example, there were several bachelors, disclaiming 
relatives or friends, who had spent the last part of their lives moving 
from one Salvation Army Hostel or Rowton House to another. 
Sometimes they had been refused admission to a hostel, because they 
were incapable of caring for themselves any longer.^'- 

A very high proportion of the married and widowed had no sur- 
viving children, 28% of men and 46% of women. As many as 

1 The records contain, however, much illuminating case-evidence about the 
problems of admitting old people to Welfare Homes and caring for them. They 
contain first-hand evidence of the changes in the method and administration of 
Homes after the introduction of the 1948 legislation. Before 1948, the test of 
admission was homelessness and destitution. But with the abolition of the Poor 
Law, the L.C.C. decided to admit people to public homes mainly on grounds 
of infirmity and absence of adequate care, others being supported at home by a 
combination of national assistance and domiciliary services. On this account, it 
is possible the characteristics of those in old people^s Welfare Homes is gradually 
changing. 

2 For a study of the life of elderly men in common lodging-houses see Sargaison, 
E. M., Growing Old in Common Lodgings, 1954. 
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38% of those with children, so far as could be ascertained from 
the records, had sons but not daughters. Many had become 
separated from their children before admission but the incomplete- 
ness of some records did not allow their number to be established 
precisely. 

It was the most solitary who first sought admission, particularly 
men. The average man was 11 \ upon admission, the woman 80^. 
Single and childless people had a lower average age on admission 
than those with surviving children. The isolated bachelor had the 
fewest resources to meet the onset of infirmity. Men who had lost, 
or never had, or become separated from wives and children seemed 
to be less able to support an independent life than women in these 
circumstances. Even when men had children the tie seemed to be less 
strong than between a woman and her children. ^ A much higher 
proportion of men than of women with children had entered Welfare 
Homes. The woman with children, particularly if she had daughters 
and if she lived with them or near them, ran the least risk of entering 
a public home in old age. 

The conclusion is that, compared with the elderly patients in a 
local geriatric hospital, old people in Welfare Homes differed even 
more markedly from the general population in their family and for- 
mer social characteristics. There were five significant features of this 
group: (1) there were relatively more men than women, even though 
infirmity is more prevalent among older women than among older 
men in the general population; (2) there was a particularly high pro- 
portion of single men; (3) 54% were unmarried or childless, com- 
pared with 18% of the general population; (4) it seemed that 38% 
of those with children had sons but not daughters, compared with 
14% outside; (5) many more people had been separated from their 
children before admission than was the case among people living 
at home in Bethnal Green. ^ 

1 Widowers seemed to find their way into Welfare Homes for less serious 
reasons than widows. One widower of 83, returning home from hospital, was 
obliged to seek admission to an L.C.C. Home because his son-in-law objected 
to him; another of 72 had to leave home because a son-in-law wanted a bed for 
his sister, who was to look after his children while his wife was in hospital. But 
a widow of 87 lived with a crippled daughter in her late sixties, and the latter 
could no longer look after her; another widow’s daughter had grandchildren to 
look after in an overcrowded flat and was ill herself. 

2 Detailed findings from this small-scale study of old people who had been in 
Welfare Homes cannot be presented here. One of the most important of these 
was the early death of a large proportion. Over 8% had died within a month of 
admission, and 44% within a year. In the case-reports it was interesting to observe 
that on admission there was often no remark about people’s ill-health, yet they 
died shortly afterwards. The relationship between the hold on life and residence 
in a welfare home merits cfose study. 
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Old People Served by Home Helps 

Finally a survey was made of the records of all old people being 
visited by home helps in Bethnal Green, by courtesy of the L.C.C. 
Divisional Medical Officer, in the winter of 1955-1956.^ Altogether 
464 people of pensionable age were then being visited, or had been 
visited recently, by a home help.^ This was just under 6% of those of 
pensionable age in the borough. ^ All but a small minority were visited 
once a week, usually for two or three hours, and mainly to be helped 
with their cleaning. 54% lived alone, compared with 21% of the 
random sample interviewed in the borough. Most of the others were 
living only with a husband or wife. 

Single people made a demand roughly proportionate to their 
numbers in the population, but relatively more widowed, and fewer 

TABLE 44 

Childlessness and Dependence on the Social Services 

(% of married and widowed people of pensionable age with no surviving 
child, comparing those helped by three social services with the Bethnal 

Green sample) 


Married and 

Those with no surviving child 

Total number 

widowed people 




of married 


Men 

Women 

Men and 
women 
®/ 

and widowed 

In a local geriatric 

/o 

/o 

/o 


hospital * 

15 

33 

27 

218 

In L.C.C. Homes * 
Visited by a home 

28 

46 

37 

138 

help in B.G. 

17 

22 

20 

411 

Bethnal Green sample 

10 

9 

10 

185 


* It is assumed that although these two groups contain some or many people 
not previously living in Bethnal Green, it is possible, in the absence of any other 
data, to compare them broadly with the sample interviewed at home in the 
borough. 

1 1 am particularly indebted to Dr. G. O. Mitchell and to Mrs. Kenworthy, 
the area organiser, and her staff. Mrs. Kenworthy went to great trouble to check 
the records. 

2 It should be noted that the number of people stated as served by the home 
help service is higher than the number visited in any one week. Some people were 
stili on the ‘active’ list although not being visited, because they were temporarily 
in hospital or on holiday or had found substitute help for a period. The figures 
are derived from this list. 

3 In the country as a whole the proportion of old people served by the domestic 
help service is about 2%. The service has developed much more quickly since 
1948 in some areas than others, particularly urban areas. 
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married, people claimed help. 35% of the men being helped, and 
67% of the women, were widowed or separated, compared with 26% 
and 51% respectively, in the local population. Probably because 
there were fewer single or widowed men in the population than 
women, relatively fewer men sought domestic help. Only 27% of 
those claiming such help were men, compared with 31% in the 
borough population as a whole. 

In other respects those aided by the domestic help service differed 
in their family characteristics from the general elderly population, 
though not so strikingly as those in hospital and in welfare homes. 
As shown by Table 44, 20% of the married and widowed had no 
surviving children, compared with 10% in the Bethnal Green sample. 
Of those with children as many as 23% had surviving sons but not 
daughters, compared with 14% in the general population. As many 
as 44% had no child in the borough, compared with 15%. Separation 
from children, particularly from daughters, obviously had a marked 
influence on applications for the services of a home help. 

Family ami State 

The conclusions from this analysis fit in very well with some of the 
conclusions from the intensive Bethnal Green study, though it is 
important to make the reservation that they depend on information 
which is rather limited in extent and depth. They suggest a con- 
sistent picture. Old people who make claims on the institutional 
and domiciliary services of the State seem to form a very unrepre- 
sentative group. Compared with the population at large many more 
live alone; more of them arc unmarried, more arc childless, more 
have sons but not daughters and more are separated from daughters 
when they have them. Much of this is shown in Table 45 which 
summarises data from the previous analysis. The figures are subject 
to reservations noted earlier and do not, for example, take account 
of differences in age-structure between the groups. 

The two inescapable conclusions seem to be that (1) old people, 
particularly women, with daughters and other female relatives 
living near them make least claim on the services of the State, and 
(2) isolated old people make disproportionately heavy claims. People 
who need help with their shopping and cleaning or need nursing 
because they are infirm or ill are most likely to get it at home if a 
daughter lives with them or nearby: if the daughter lives some dis- 
tance away there is less chance of getting it. As the variations in 
family circumstances are followed through— to those with sons and 
daughters-in-law but not daughters, to the childless and finally to 
the unmarried, especially those having no siblings — the availability 
of family help diminishes and claims on the social services increase. 
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TABLE 45 

Family Characteristics and Dependence on the Social Services 
(% of people of pensionable age having various family characteristics, 
comparing those helped by three social services with the Bethnal Green 

sample) 


Elderly 

Unmarried 

Married 

Married or 


Total 

population 


or 

widowed with 



surveyed 


widowed 

children 





but 







With 

Others 



childless 




sons 







only 



Num- 


% 

% 

% 

7o 

% 

ber 

In a local geri- 
atric hospital 
In L.C.C. 

22 

21 

19* 

39 

100 

280 

Homes 

Visited by a 

27 

11* 

18* 

29 

100 

188 

home help in 
B.G. 

11 

18 

16 

54 

100 

464 

Bethnal Green 







sample 

9 

9 

11 

71 

100 

203 


* These figures may be slightly too high, because of possible deficiencies in the 
records described earlier. 

This is largely what one would expect from the interviews with people 
in their homes in Bethnal Green; and this is largely what the data 
about the social services seem to confirm. On the whole women are 
better off than men, but the picture is slightly confused. More of 
the men are married; up to a point their wives can look after them. 
This explains why, fewer men, on the whole, are aided by the domi- 
ciliary services. But single or widowed men are less likely to get 
support from relatives than women once they become infirm, and 
widowers, at least, are less capable of maintaining an independent 
life. Proportionately more men than women, therefore, seek insti- 
tutional help from the State. 
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KEEPING THE FAMILY TOGETHER 

TWO of the most important conclusions to emerge from the last 
two chapters are first, that old people with daughters and other 
female relatives living near them make least claim on health and 
welfare services, and second, that isolated people make dispro- 
portionately heavy claims. There would be many consequences for 
social policy if these conclusions could be confirmed in detail else- 
where. About 3% of old people in Great Britain are cared for in 
institutions, most of them being infirm or ill. It is likely that for 
every one of these there are a further three or four at home who, 
but for the care given them by relatives and friends living with them 
or nearby, would otherwise justify admission to a hospital or welfare 
home. Detailed investigation of the Bethnal Green sample suggested 
that between 5% and 10% might have required hospital care but for 
the help of families and friends. A further 5-10%, while not justifying 
admission to hospital, might have justified admission to a welfare 
home because they could not have cared for themselves if relatives 
and friends had not been available. 

Reference to domiciliary services tells much the same story. About 
2% of old people in the country are aided by the home help service. 
In many urban areas, where the service is better developed, the per- 
centage is higher. Even so, although as much as 6% of the Bethnal 
Green sample had their cleaning done by a home help, 43% were 
helped by relatives and another 8% by neighbours or friends. i This 
gives a rough indication of the relative importance of family and 
non-family.2 Much the same appears to be true of other services. 

1 See p. 48. 

2 The coverage of domiciliary services tends to be exaggerated. For example, 
in a recent study in another London borough it was stated that 19,053 meals 
were served in the course of a year by the mobile meals services. This figure 
becomes less impressive when one recognises it is equivalent to a meal each day 
for 52 people. 

O — F.L.O.P. 
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While these comparative figures of the care of the old by family and 
community services are imprecise, they compel reflection. They 
remind us that the family has the care of a far larger number of the 
infirm aged and chronic sick than all our hospitals, welfare homes 
and domiciliary services put together. ^ They remind us of the need 
to maintain the family ties of those entering institutions so that they 
shall be able to return to their homes as soon as possible. And they 
remind us of the value, if only in terms of cost to the State, of keeping 
the family together or finding substitutes for it as a means of reducing 
demand on institutions. It would be ironical if the State, through 
housing and other policies, separated individuals from their kin and 
thus made more professional services necessary.^ 

Housing Policy for Families 

These general reflections require closer study. It is not enough to say 
it should be the object of policy to keep the family together, to give 
it practical help and to find a substitute for it when necessary. What 
do these aims involve? In the first place they involve reconsideration 
of housing policy. Again and again in this report, in discussing the 
family system of care, the stresses of infirmity and the problems of 
retirement, poverty and institutional care, we have seen the value to 
old people of relatives, particularly daughters, living close at hand. 
People made repeated references to housing problems during the 
interviews. This was even more of a preoccupation than income. 
Sometimes they spoke of peculiarly local conditions but more often 
of matters common to many parts of the country. Their main con- 
cern was to live near members of their families. The following 
examples illustrate the kind of things they said. 

Mr, Bridgcr lived with his wife and single daughter in a terraced 
cottage. ‘We don’t want to move away from here. These building im- 
provements split ’em all up (families). We might have to move any- 
where. Wc might have to go to Harlow and the sister round the corner 
to Hainault. That’s what old people don’t like, to be put down among 
people you don’t know.’ 

1 ‘The frail ambulant ... is part of a large group of senile infirm whose dimen- 
sions we can only guess at. It is certainly far too large for the hospital accommo- 
dation we possess. Fortunately relatives are willing and eager to help the majority, 
at home. . . .’ (Hughes, W., and Pugmire, S. L., ‘A Geriatric Hospital Service’, 
op. cit.) 

2 Not only does the family assist in the normal domestic life of its old people 
but very often it undertakes and carries through to a finish the self-imposed 
task of caring for them during their final illness; and the participation of the 
family so dwarfs all other sources of help that any serious ovenpill would have 
imm^ate consequences,’ (Sheldon, J. H., ‘The Social Philosop^ of Old Age’, 
1954 .) 


194 



KEEPING THE FAMILY TOGETHER 

Mrs. Shadrap lived with her husband in a terraced house adjoining 
one occupied by her two sisters. ‘We’ve got to move. These places are 
going to come down. They wrote to us a few months back and offered 
us Aveley. I wrote back the next day saying that we didn’t want to go 
out of Bethnal Green. We’d like a little house and wouldn’t like rooms 
but I suppose you can’t get that now. I don’t want to go out of Bethnal 
Green because I would miss my sisters. That’s why. My sisters help in 
case of illness. When my girl was ill I don’t know how I would have 
managed without them.* 

Mrs. Harrington now lived with her husband in a new L.C.C. flat. 
Only two of her ten surviving children were in Bethnal Green. She was 
moved because of demolition. ‘My daughter got moved out to Ching- 
ford when we came here. I’d have liked to have gone with her — and I’d 
have been company for her. Her husband works in the docks and often 
he’s not home till 9 or 10 at night. But the housing people just said my 
daughter wanted a place on her own and didn’t ask us.’ (The daughter’s 
children used to spend most of the school holidays with their grand- 
mother.) 

Recent clearance schemes made it harder than ever for married 
children to find a home in the borough. Moreover, an extended 
family in one or more households was usually unable to move en 
bloc to a new district. Relatives often went to extraordinary lengths 
to live near one another, repeatedly visiting the local housing offices 
and arranging ‘exchanges’ with third parties. ^ In one way or another 
isolation from kin was often avoided. Nevertheless 30 examples of 
involuntary separation arose in the course of interviewing the 203 
people in the sample.^ 

People objected to present housing policy and, more specifically, 
housing clearance schemes, not only because they were often 
threatened with separation from their families but also because they 
were usually obliged to move from the district in which they had 
spent most or all of their lives and to leave a house or part of a house 
for a flat in a large block. ‘They put you where they like to put you. 
It’s not right. They take you away from the neighbourhood you’re 
used to and put you in a neighbourhood you’re not used to and 
where you can’t settle down. We are comfortable here. I don’t want 
to go out to Poplar or Higham’s Park or somewhere. This L.C.C. 
is going a bit too far.’ 

Again and again people objected to flats, and some of the most 
forceful criticisms came from people who lived in the newest. One 

1 See p. 34. 

2 In his Wolverhampton study Sheldon reported ‘nine cases where married 
daughters had to make regular journeys of considerable extent in order to assist 
their parents to run their houses. In all instances efforts have been made by 
both parties, though without success, to obtain houses close to each other.* 
{The Social Medicine of Old Age, p. 154.) 
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married woman living in a new L.C.C. flat with an unmarried daugh- 
ter kept returning to the same theme, ‘I get so depressed here. It’s 
worse than illness, being shut up in these flats all day. I’ll tell you 
for why. Everyone wants a certain amount of companionship. But 

here it’s like a prison. There’s no outlook When you look out 

all you see are those ruins opposite (the next block in the new estate). 
There are people from all over the place here. From Wapping and 
Shadwell and all over. You couldn’t even talk to them. . . . We came 
into here and thought we were going to be happy, but there’s no 
happiness here.’ Some argued that many of the houses being cleared 
were in good condition or could be put into good condition cheaply. 
Men in particular disliked the loss of a yard or garden. Others said 
that much open space around blocks of flats was quite wasted. They 
could not understand why so few houses were built. Significantly, 
of those living in council flats (mostly built just before or after the 
Second World War) 33% said ‘yes’ in answer to the question ‘do 
you want to move?’, compared with 15% living in old terraced 
cottages.^ 

Although some of the houses being demolished uhder clearance 
schemes are obviously unfit, many are in a reasonable state of repair 
or could be put into good repair at small cost. Were they in wealthier 
boroughs, such as Hampstead or Chelsea, there is little doubt they 
would be preserved and converted. While it is impossible here to 
discuss the complex issues which housing authorities have to face it 
is, on the basis of experience in Bethnal Green, worth asking what 
seem to be the crucial questions. How much old housing could be 
economically preserved? How far are clearance schemes separating 
people involuntarily from their relatives and friends? How far could 
the movement out to new housing estates in the suburbs be reduced 
by making better usp of space inside the city — building and convert- 
ing small houses? And how far are more flats being built than need 
to be, in view of the overwhelming evidence of people’s preference 
for small houses with yards or gardens? 

Wherever possible, old people should, if they have to be moved 
at all, be moved near relatives. It is not enough to experiment with 
special housing for the old— by providing, for example, groups of 
bungalows or one-room self-contained flats at ground-floor level — 
if the people going to live there have no links with the community 
around them. The social group is more important than the physical 
surroundings and every effort should be made to preserve it. This is 
as important for young as for old. If children continue to be moved 
to new housing estates on their own we shall be depriving ourselves 

1 39 people, or 19% of the whole sample, lived in the former, and 71, or 35%, 
in the latter. 


196 



KEEPING THE FAMILY TOGETHER 

of the principal support for the elderly and inevitably producing 
grave new problems and incurring new costs of unknown dimensions. 

Supporting the Family 

The principle we have been developing is one of preventing old 
people from unnecessarily becoming wards of the State, by making 
it as easy as possible for them to be cared for in their own homes by 
their own relatives. We have seen that the most general method of 
putting this into effect is by means of housing policy. The more 
people can be rehoused near relatives and friends, the fewer social 
casualties there will be. But there are other means than prevention. 
The family itself needs direct support in various ways. 

The bedridden and homebound suffer from lack of occupation 
and need work and interests in their own homes. As for physical 
discomfort, this can often be eased if people have sufficient money to 
pay for extra laundry, bed-linen, fuel and light, special meals, chem- 
ists’ goods of various kinds and domestic services. ^ Many of them, 
in particular, like to repay relatives and friends for kindnesses. The 
National Assistance Board sometimes makes discretionary additions 
of a few shillings for laundry, domestic help or special diet but the 
amounts are usually very small and people not drawing assistance 
are not entitled to them. War and disablement pensioners with 100% 
disability allowances are allowed to claim a ‘constant attendance 
allowance’ from the Ministry of Pensions if they need regular 
personal attendance. ^ The amounts usually vary from about lO.?. to 
30.y., though sometimes they are higher. This allowance might be 
extended to severely disabled or bedridden retirement pensioners to 
enable them to be more financially independent and secure. They 
would be better placed to repay a relative for the care given. 

The relatives themselves may sometimes experience great strain. 
Earlier we saw that 13% of those in the sample of old people were 
imposing strain on their relatives, some of it severe.^ Most of these 
were bedridden or housebound and some had only one person avail- 
able to look after them. Lists of such infirm people are sometimes 
kept by local authorities but efforts to complete the lists and bring 
them up-to-date are rarely made. It should perhaps be one of the 
duties of each local home help service, working with local authorities, 
doctors and others, to keep in being a full list of all housebound old 
people, whether or not they are aided by the social services. This 

1 Sec Chapter 12, pp. 156-161. 

2 About 10,000 were paid in 1955 to war pensioners and 1,000 to disablement 
pensioners {Report of the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance for the year 
1955 ), 

3 Sec p. 59. 
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might provide the basis for a comprehensive domiciliary service 
helping the family. People could be visited from time to time by 
welfare workers working in close co-operation with general practi- 
tioners. The link with the family doctor may well be essential to the 
success of such an enterprise. If mental or physical deterioration is to 
be fought effectively and without delay and if relatives are to be 
given as much assistance as possible before disability, incontinence 
or eccentricity defeat them, then the more contacts with families 
undergoing strain the better. It could, for example, be a recognised 
object of the service to relieve hard-pressed relatives by providing 
substitute help for one evening a week or for a holiday period. 
Night-sitters could be provided at times of great stress and perhaps 
temporary accommodation could be found for relatives who want 
to help but live too far away. At present home help services can 
rarely provide for much more than two hours’ cleaning a week. 

The service could be of even greater value to people with no rela- 
tives or friends to depend on for help. As Sheldon says, these elderly 
isolates ‘form the hard core of the nursing and domestic problem of 
old age. Their precise numbers are impossible to determine but they 
form a group of considerable size’.i Despite an expansion in local 
services, it is undoubtedly true that they do not reach all the isolates; 
many have to manage on their own. For a variety of reasons, fear of 
being made to leave their homes, shyness, shame of their appearance 
and of their possessions, they put off visiting doctors or social 
workers and shrink from joining clubs. Day by day they deteriorate 
until maybe a neighbour sees a bottle of milk standing on the door- 
step hours after it has been delivered, makes inquiries and sends for 
an ambulance. In Bethnal Green, despite the work of local authority, 
National Assistance Board and voluntary organisations, such people 
were found to be living in conditions of strain and misery with prac- 
tically no aid from any quarter. They made no attempt to join a club. 

Of all the aged, the isolates are most in need of regular visiting. 
An attempt to meet this need might well be the most rewarding 
measure that could be undertaken in preventive social medicine. The 
chief problem is one of locating the people, and the logical step 
may be to devise a means of compiling a full list of the isolated and 
handicapped old in each local community. This list might be main- 
tained, as already indicated, by an expanded local home help service 
which undertook visiting.^ In principle at least it should also be 

1 Sheldon, J. H., ‘The Social Philosophy of Old Age’, 1954. 

* A recent official inquiry into the role of Health Visitors recommended that 
their work for the aged should be widened in accordance with the National 
Health Service Act of 1948. This might be done in liaison with existing home 
help services. See An Inquiry Into Henlth Visiting, 195^. 
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possible, in co-operation with the Ministry of Pensions, for each 
new widowed or unmarried pensioner to be visited. In an area the 
size of Bethnal Green, this would probably mean visiting 200-300 
people in the course of a year. Of these perhaps 80-90% would not 
need another visit for a year or two, because of their security in 
their families. In time a list of from 10-20% of the retired population 
would be built up. Such a list might comprise, again taking the 
example of Bethnal Green, some 600-1,200 old persons. The com- 
bined resources of local authorities and voluntary organisations 
would not be stretched unduly in -ensuring that these people were 
regularly called upon and their needs met by the appropriate ser- 
vices. As we saw earlier in discussing the role of neighbours and 
friends, substitutes are sometimes accepted by those without families. 
With imagination the life of the elderly community could be greatly 
improved. One hopeful experiment is the boarding-out of isolated 
people. 1 Another, already tried in many areas, is the conversion of 
a large house or a row of houses into one- and two-room flats with 
an elderly woman as warden or housekeeper on call.^ Such measures 
might become more general. 

Such a method of looking after the welfare of the old would 
require detailed investigation and experimentation. But we so keenly 
need services to prevent and not only to treat the sufferings of the 
old which are capable of adjusting flexibly to different social and 
physical requirements that it is hard to escape the conclusion that 
nothing less than a comprehensive family help service of such a kind 
will suffice. 

Institutions without Walls 

In developing these ideas about support for the family and finding 
a substitute for it when necessary, it is natural to ask, at what stage 
should people be admitted to institutions? This question has become 
increasingly difficult to answer in recent years because we have 
begun to realise there is no natural division of the elderly into a home 
and an institutional population. The move of expert opinion towards 
smaller ‘homes’ with private rooms and hospitals with smaller 
wards, the continuing argument about who takes the responsibility 
for admissions, the gradual realisation that the hospital problem is 
more social than clinical, even the greater variety of colour and 

1 A boarding-out scheme for elderly people in Exeter, supervised by the local 
Council of Social Service, has been running for several years {Manchester 
Guardiany November 26, 1954). Another has been running successfully in 
Hampshire. 

2 Examples of particularly successful ones can be found in Salford and Liver- 

pool {Times, March 12, 1956). Also in Bermondsey, London {Manchester 
Guardian, April 30, 1956).* • 
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setting and the more generous visiting hours — all these are perhaps 
indications of a fundamental change of outlook in recent years. It 
is increasingly realised that life in institutions cannot be separated 
from life outside. It is no longer (if ever it was) efficient or economical 
to keep the two distinct. 

Only in this way can we explain many profitable experiments that 
have been going on in recent years, such as the day hospital at 
Oxford,^ the ‘half-way’ homes in London and elsewhere, 2 the con- 
sultative health centre at Rutherglen,^ and the integrated mental 
health service at Nottingham.^ Opinion is moving in favour of 
greater flexibility in provision for the elderly, more home-like sur- 
roundings in all kinds of institutions, more interchange between 
home and hospital, readier access by relatives and more domieiliary 
services on call. 

Yet despite the swing of opinion physical and administrative 
change is slow to follow. There are still too many large homes built 
and maintained like barracks, and too many small ones with un- 
justifiably high standards of admission. ^ In too few hospitals do the 
staff make it their Job to acquaint themselves fully with the social 
background of their patients, even though they agree that the hos- 
pital problem is as much social as clinical. 

Lack of familiarity with the social background of residents or 
patients is probably the main reason why change is so slow and why 
there is not more flexibility in welfare homes as well as hospitals. 
In connection with the present inquiry visits were paid to different 
hospitals and welflire homes in England which showed that, because 
of lack of recognition of the importance of family life, or because of 
oversights on the part of hard-pressed staff, or simply because of 
errors in recording next of kin, the existence of close relatives was 
sometimes unknown. Essential facts went unrecorded. It seemed to 
be too difficult to cope with people’s families as well as people them- 
selves. Some who were actually being visited by relatives were re- 
corded as having none. This was not known to the staff, or only 
came to their attention months later, and even then some case- 
reports went uncorrected. It was said the existence of members of 

1 See, for example, Cosin, L. Z., ‘The Place of the Day Hospital in the Geriatric 
Unit’, 1954. 

2 Such as those financed by the King Edward’s Hospital Fund. 

3 Anderson, W. F., and Cowan, N. R., ‘A Consultative Health Centre for 
Older People*, 1955. 

4 Macmillan, D., ‘An Integrated Mental Health Service’, 1956. 

3 As one writer says, for many welfare homes ‘ the broad criteria of admission 
are “ambulant and able to manage stairs, of good behaviour, able to feed and 
dress themselves, and continent.” It is rather like looking for the finer points at 
a cattle market.* (Vine, S. M., ‘Clinigal Pitfalls in the 'Elderly*, 1955.) 
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the family was not revealed for fear a charge would be levied upon 
them. Even if true this statement does not seem to suggest the old 
people had much confidence in the institutions they entered. On a few 
case-reports a relative was recorded as having paid for a funeral 
when all other entries reported ‘no relatives’. One showed that 
three different officials had on three separate occasions visited a 
wrong address; the error had not been corrected. 

All these instances arose only from a few scattered inquiries, but 
they suggest there may be a need for a searching investigation of the 
facts about admission to institutions. They may or may not be symp- 
tomatic of an important defect in institutional care, that people may 
be treated too often as cases in beds and not as being also members 
of a family and of a community. The failure to take proper account 
of a person’s social and family background may sometimes have 
serious consequences, especially when people transfer from one 
institution to another within a short period. In the sample study of 
those entering L.C.C. Welfare Homes, described in the previous 
chapter, the number transferred from a hospital to a Welfare Home, 
and then to another Welfare Home, was large; some had as many as 
five, six or seven changes in two or three years. People in an advanced 
state of physical or mental infirmity may often reach institutions with 
case-reports which explain little about them and which often go un- 
checked because so little time elapses before their next move. One 
suspects that too many of the aged in institutions are unidentified; 
their tics with the community have been broken and it is no one’s 
job to preserve or repair them. It is no surprise to read occasionally 
of complaints of listless and degenerating residents of welfare homes 
who are ‘content to sit thoughtless, despondent and inactive all day 
long, the only interruption to their monotony being mealtimes or 
of hospitals which neglect the social problems of their patients.^ 

What emerges from this brief discussion is the need for a consistent 
policy of maintaining old peoples’ ties with family and community 
and of recreating in institutional life as much of the life of home and 
family as possible. There may be a need for a comprehensive family 
help service providing support and substitute help when necessary. 
One of its Jobs would be to experiment with alternatives to institu- 
tional care — boarding-out the isolated, transforming old houses into 
self-contained one-room fiats with housekeepers in charge, and 
finding nearby accommodation for relatives. Such a service could 
supply useful information to hospitals and welfare homes which 

1 From a report by a working party of West Cornwall Hospital Management 
Committee {The Lancet, December 31, 1955). 

2 McEwan, P., and Laverty, S. G., The Chronic Sick and Elderly in Hospital, 
1949, p. 104. 
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admit elderly people and could provide an important link between 
hospital and family, facilitating an early return home. The institu- 
tions themselves need to take careful note of information about all 
the children and other near-relatives of the people they admit, to 
place people as near as possible to their home districts, and, by 
encouraging and acting through those who visit them, to preserve 
old peoples’ contacts with relatives and friends. 

The underlying assumption of this discussion is that the social 
services could not and should not replace the family. They could not, 
because, as we have seen, the burden they would have to carry would 
be impossibly large. They should not, because the deepest attach- 
ments of most people are to their families. This is particularly true 
of the old. The plain fact is that nearly all old people prefer to be 
looked after by members of their families even when seriously ill. 
During the interviews in Bethnal Green people repeatedly ex- 
pressed the fixed desire to spend the final days of life at home. The 
widowed sometimes spoke of dying husbands or wives who had im- 
plored them not to fetch an ambulance. Many spoke of their relief 
at not having ‘others’ to look after them. One woman said, ‘Nurses 
haven’t the touch of your own.’ Another needed nursing after a 
severe operation in hospital. For a few days a district nurse had 
called. ‘I was really better off without her. I had my daughter and 
she’s taken a month off work.’ This sentiment was echoed by several 
other people who had been able to do without help from local 
services. 

Neither is there much hard evidence of neglect on the part of old 
people’s children. This is the conclusion of other field inquiries 
besides the present one. Following a survey of some 1,100 house- 
holds assisted by the domestic help service in the London boroughs 
of Lewisham and Camberwell, themselves forming a special prob- 
lem group, it was said that, ‘In those instances where relatives existed 
but gave no assistance, inquiries were made as to the reason for this 
failure to help. Nearly one-third of these relatives lived too far away, 
one-tenth were too preoccupied with their own affairs and one- 
twentieth were ill or too old. Only a dozen of them could but would 
not help.’i Widespread fears of the breakdown of family loyalties 
and of married children’s negligence seem to have no general basis in 
fact. Doctors, social workers and others who express such fears may 
sometimes forget they are in danger of generalising from an extremely 
untypical sub-section of the population or from a few extreme 
examples known personally to them. And the fact that these fears 
have been expressed by one generation after another inclines one to 
be sceptical. Helen Bosanquet wrote in 1906, ‘Every generation, I 

1 Chalke, H. D., and Benjamin B., ‘The Aged in Their Own Homes’, 1953. 
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suppose, has its complaint to make of the one which is to succeed it, 
and we must not attach too much weight to the grumblings of those 
who see a general falling off since the days when they were young. 
But there is one complaint which is almost universal, and which does 
seem to touch a somewhat unlovely characteristic of the present 
day. I refer to the accusation that there is among the children a 
prevailing and increasing want of respect towards their elders, 
more especially, perhaps, towards their parents.’ ^ In this context it 
is perhaps important to remember that so far as can be ascertained, 
‘the proportion of people aged over 65 accommodated in hospitals 
and institutions of all kinds is lower to-day than it was when the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws reported in 1909.’ ^ 

So far at least as the old are concerned, therefore, there is no 
justification for an attempt to supplant the family with State services. 
Their job is to support the family and provide substitute help when 
it no longer exists. This chapter has put forward a few suggestions 
of how this can be achieved and, in doing so, has gone somewhat 
further than previous parts of this report in discussing the general 
implications of the purely local findings of this study in East London. 
Giving priority to the wishes of relatives to live near one another in 
extended families when allocating housing; incorporating the existing 
home help service within a new, comprehensive family help service 
which has the special task of caring for the isolated and handicapped 
old and giving support to their families; providing ‘constant attend- 
ance’ allowances for the bedridden and housebound, and bringing 
institutions more into the life of the community, by varying their 
character and introducing more features of home and family life — 
these are the main suggestions put forward. The general principle 
we have developed has been to prevent old people from needlessly 
becoming wards of the State, by helping them to be cared for in their 
own homes and, wherever possible, by their families. 

1 Bosanquet, H., The Family , 1906, p. 310. 

2Titmuss, R. M., ‘Some Fundamental Assumptions’, 1955, p. 48. 
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CONCLUSION 


THE GENERAL CONCLUSION of this book is that if many of 
the processes and problems of ageing arc to be understood, old 
people must be studied as members of families (which usually means 
extended families of three generations); and, if this is true, those 
concerned with social and health administration must, at every 
stage, treat old people as an inseparable part of a family group 
which is more than just a residential unit. They are not simply 
individuals, let alone cases occupying beds or chairs. They are 
members of families and whether or not they arc treated as such 
largely determines their security, their health and their happiness. 

In the first part of the book, which is wholly sociological, we saw 
how the extended family was the dominant interest of most old 
people in the London borough of Bethnal Green; in the second, we 
discussed the social problems of old age in the light of this know- 
ledge and considered, with extreme brevity, some of the implications 
for policy. The aim has been to derive practical recommendations 
for policy from sociological evidence.* An attempt has been made 
to follow this principle explicitly, with the express reservation that a 
book which is largely a field report like this obviously cannot deal 
in any comprehensive way with all the various political, administra- 
tive and legal questions involved in assessing policy. 

We started by asking how far in fact old people were isolated 
from family life, and found that they often lived with relatives but 
preferred a ‘supported’ independence. Those not sharing their 
homes rarely lived alone in a literal sense. Three generations of rela- 
tives were generally distributed over two or more households near 

* Taking very much the same view as Homans when he said, ‘Far from dis- 
covering facts that are too familiar we have not discovered facts that are familiar 
enough.’ (Homans, G. C., The Humaif Groi^, English edition, 1951, p. 6.) 
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one another and old people had very close ties with their families. 
Those interviewed had an average of 13 relatives within a mile and 
they saw three-quarters of all their children, both married and un- 
married, once a week, as many as a third of them every day. We 
found old people getting a great deal of help, regularly and in emer- 
gencies, from their female relatives, particularly their daughters, 
living in neighbouring streets. The remarkable thing was how often 
this help was reciprocated — through provision of midday meals, 
care of grandchildren and other services. The major function of the 
grandparent is perhaps the most important fact to emerge from this 
book. If confirmed elsewhere we may have to re-examine many of 
our ideas about the family, child-rearing, parenthood and old age. 

An individual’s loyalties to the closely-knit group of relatives of 
three generations were potentially in conflict with those to his or 
her spouse. We found, in discussing first the economy of the home, 
and then the relationships with married children, how such conflict 
was reduced or regulated by marked segregation between man and 
wife in their financial and domestic roles, and by individual, rather 
than joint, associations with blood relatives. It was also reduced by 
acknowledgment of the special bond between grandmother, daughter 
and daughter’s child and of the pre-eminent place of the old ‘Mum’ 
in the family. All this helped to explain how the extended family was 
kept in being through time. Finally, in discussing relationships 
between parent and child, grandparent and grandchild, and one sib- 
ling and another over the course of individual life wc saw the im- 
portance of the principles of replacement and compensation as 
applied to the family. An individual’s relationships adjusted to 
variations in family composition. Sons took over part of the role of 
the father after the mother was widowed. When people had sons but 
not daughters they saw more of daughters-in-law, and when they 
had no children they saw more of siblings and nephews and nieces. 
Some without families tended to attach themselves to a friend’s 
family. The functional or structural principles on which the extended 
family was based could therefore be summed up as those of con- 
tinuity of membership through individual life; unity between 
grandmother, daughter and grandchild; reciprocation of domestic 
and personal services between members; replacement of, or com- 
pensation for, lost or non-existent members; segregation between 
man and wife in financial, domestic and family roles, and reserve 
between parent and child-in-law. Application of these principles 
allowed different interests, needs and satisfactions to be judiciously 
composed. 

The three-generation extended family, then, provided the normal 
environment for old people. By comparison with its ties of blood, 
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duty, affection, common interest and daily acquaintance we found 
that the ties of friendship, neighbourliness and club and church 
membership were neither so enduring nor so indissoluble. Most 
people were very restrained in their relationships with neighbours; 
not many had even one close friend outside the family. The network 
of kinship supplied many links with the community but allowed few 
close friends. Moreover, in old age non-family activities diminished. 
Friends died or passed out of knowledge, money was shorter and it 
was more difficult to get about. 

These findings do not mean the course of ageing always ran 
smooth. They rather provided a frame of reference for assessing the 
problems of age. As Part II showed, the fact that the old grandmother 
was usually such a dominant figure helped to explain why retirement 
was a particularly tragic event for most men, because they could not 
find much to justify their existence. The adjustment was all the 
greater because of the sharp fall in income which most people 
suffered upon giving up work — a fall of over two-thirds for single 
people and a half for married people. Even this does not take account 
of wives themselves giving up work or men taking a lighter job at 
lower pay in the years immediately preceding final retirement. Pre- 
vious customs of life were hard to maintain, especially for the men, 
despite help from children and payments for family services. 

The poorest people, not only financially, were those without an 
active family life. They had fewest resources in time of need. Yet 
many of them denied they were lonely and in examining the reasons 
for this, a distinction was drawn between isolates and desolates. The 
hypothesis put forward was that desolation rather than isolation was 
the fundamental cause of loneliness in old age. Elderly isolates 
seemed likely to make disproportionately heavy claims on health 
and welfare services. A supplementary investigation of a geriatric 
hospital, of welfare homes and of a local domiciliary service in fact 
showed this to be so. People with daughters at hand made least 
claim of all. Various estimates suggested that but for the care given 
by female relatives, the number of old people seeking admission to 
hospitals and welfare homes would have been from three to five 
times greater. 

This estimate gives some idea of the extent of care undertaken by 
the family; it also reminds us of the amount of incapacity and ill- 
health among the old. Two-fifths of the sample were infirm (or bed- 
ridden) or living with a husband or wife who was infirm. A third had 
had a spell as a hospital in-patient within the previous five years. 
One in eight were imposing strains on their relatives at the time of 
interview. Yet the evidence of the burden the institutional services 
would otherwise bear, as well as the statements of people themselves, 
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revealed the need to help old people to be cared for in their own 
homes by their relatives. Housing policy is one general means of 
meeting this need; if people were rehoused near relatives and friends 
there would be many fewer social casualties. There are also a number 
of specific means, which we considered briefly, such as constant 
attendance allowances for the bedridden and housebound, substitute 
help one evening a week or for a holiday period, and the provision 
of temporary accommodation for relatives living far away. 

What, in addition, should be done for people with no relatives? 
In considering what means there were of meeting their needs and at 
the same time taking account of the trend towards more home-like 
surroundings in all kinds of institutions, more interchange between 
home and hospital and readier access by relatives, we came to the 
conclusion that a comprehensive family help service, built on to the 
existing home help service and closely connected with the work of 
family doctors, may be the best — and in the long run perhaps the 
inescapable — means of dealing with the lack of co-ordination and 
inadequacy of existing welfare services. The effectiveness of such a 
service would, however, depend upon meeting the two most urgent 
needs — for a higher personal income in retirement and for occupation 
for the infirm and housebound, especially men. 

How far are the findings from the working-class area of Bethnal 
Green applicable to the rest of the country? And how far do they apply 
to patterns of life fast disappearing? Questions such as these, which can 
be asked about most reports on field research, arc as harassing as they 
are important. No clear answer can be given. Although there are 
general sociological and anthropological studies of urban and rural 
areas 1 and even studies of old people,^ which suggest, or hint, that 
in many respects family life may be very similar in other parts of 
Britain, they are not exactly comparable to this one. Moreover, 
neither this nor other studies tell us much about the patterns of life 
in specifically middle- or upper-class families or in suburban popula- 
tions as a whole. So much is conjecture. 

It may, however, be worth referring again to some of the facts 
about Bethnal Green which do and do not distinguish it from other 
areas. It is a long-settled working-class borough. Local industry is 
very mixed and, compared for example with some Yorkshire mining 

1 Wilson, C. S., The Family and Neighbourhood in a British Community^ 1953; 
Firth, R. (ed.), Two Studies of Kinship in London^ 1956; Dennis, N., Henriques 
F., and Slaughter, C., Coal is Our LifOy 1956; Mogey, C. M., Family and Neigh- 
bourhood, 1956; Gorcr, G., Exploring English Character, 1955; Slater, E., and 
Woodsidc, M., Patterns of Marriage, 1951 ; Rees, A. D., Life in a Welsh Country- 
side, 1951; Williams, W. M., The Sociology of an English Village: Gosforth, 1956. 

2 Those quoted earlier, by Sheldon, J. H., Shaw, L. A., and Richardson, I. M. 
And also National Corpotation for the Caj*e of Old People (1956 Report). 
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or Lancashire cotton towns, the same habits of work and daily 
routine do not spread through the length and breadth of the com- 
munity. Roughly the same proportion of the population (14%) as 
in London, and as in England and Wales as a whole, are of pension- 
able age. A small minority, less than one in ten, are Jewish. Largely 
because of the upheavals brought about by bombing and evacuation 
in the last war and by housing clearance and rebuilding that has gone 
on since, the total population is only half what it was 20 or 30 years 
ago. Thousands of people have been obliged to emigrate, many of 
them to housing estates on the eastern fringes of London. This has 
undoubtedly dispersed many families. Of the old people interviewed 
a quarter lived alone in the household; in the country as a whole the 
proportion seems to be one in eight. * 

The question of change is equally important. The presumption is 
that more of the present generation of people aged 60 and over have 
children and other relatives to look after them and are more secure 
than will be their children when they are old. In Bethnal Green 45% 
of the married and widowed people had 0, 1, or 2 surviving children, 
but 31% had 5 or more. We found that those with fewer children saw 
relatively more of them. Against this we also found that children in 
smaller families had less chance of gaining relief from the strain of 
nursing an infirm old person. 

In the country as a whole the prospect is rather more complicated 
and perhaps less gloomy than many people imagine. There are 
several reasons. Of women married in 1900-1909, all of whom are 
now of pensionable age, 1 1% had no live-born child. This proportion 
increased, for people married in later years, to about 16% or 17% in 
the mid- 1920s but, according to what evidence there is, has not 
increased any further.- Over the next 10 years most of the remaining 
people who married in the first 25 years of this century will reach 
pensionable age and the proportion of married but childless old 
people will then remain about the same. But the proportion of un- 
married men and women in the population is declining. More people 
marry than in the past. According to official estimates the proportion 
of men of pensionable age who are unmarried will decrease from 9% 
to 7% and of women from 16% to 12% between 1954 and 1979.^ 
And as there have been such immense improvements in mortality 
rates at the younger ages over the course of the last half-century, 

* See Chapter III. 

2 Glass, D. V., and Grebenik, E., The Trend and Pattern of Fertility in Great 
Britain, A Report on the Family Census of 1946, 1954. 

3 In the same period the proportion of widowers over 65 is also expected to 
decrease slightly from 26% to 23% and of widows from 43% to 42%. Calculated 
from Table D of Appendix 6, Report by the Government Actuary on the First 
Quinquennial Review of the National Insurance Act of 1946, 1954, pp. 51-52. 
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fewer of the people giving birth to one child or two are likely to lose 
them before they reach their sixties. At present about 21% of men 
and 28% of women of pensionable age are unmarried or childless. 
While these proportions are substantial and require careful verifica- 
tion and analysis so that class and area comparisons can be made, 
there is no prospect of them increasing sharply. The proportion of 
old people having only small families is likely to continue to increase 
steadily for about 10 years but not thereafter. Of women married in 
1900-1909 34% had one or two live-born children and of those 
married in 1925 51%. It appears, however, that family size has not 
continued to fall for people married since, and, indeed, there may 
have been a slight increase in the years since the war. 

The changes brought about by more marriage, smaller family size 
and longer life are producing ramifications throughout the kinship 
system. More marriage may mean fewer isolated people in old age, 
but fewer uncommitted aunts who can, whenever they arc needed, 
run to the aid of their kin. Smaller family size may mean not only 
small sibling groups, more manageable tasks for mother and grand- 
mother, and the concentration of the responsibilities of parenthood 
into a shorter span of years, but that aged people will have fewer, 
and more elderly, children to look after them. The advantage of 
longer expectation of life, especially at the younger ages, may pro- 
duce the most significant changes of all in the structure and function- 
ing of the family. A woman born in 1900 expected to live about 
48 years; in 1951 71 years. Such improvements suggest there are 
now more families in which there are grandparents, fewer marriages 
broken early by death and more children having both parents alive 
throughout their childhood. One in five of all the old people in 
Bethnal Green had been widowed more than 20 years and over one 
in three lost at least one of their parents before the age of 15. The 
longer survival and the greater amount of marriage has given greater 
prominenee to the relationship between man and wife in society, not 
only because husband and wife live longer together, but because 
people are less likely to have unattached relatives to whom they owe 
obligations. The general direction of change in family structure seems 
to be away from extreme diversities and towards more stability at 
the centre. As compared with 50 years ago family relationships now 
seem to be deeper (in generation depth), more symmetrical and 
less collaterally extended. The full effects of all these develop- 
ments on the position of the old need the most thoroughgoing 
investigation. 

Other changes have taken place; of that there is no doubt. The 
people interviewed in Bethnal Green themselves gave cause for opti- 
mism about the present and future. When comparing the present 
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CONCLUSION 

with the past not all the advantage was on the side of the past.^ 
Most agreed, for example, that disputes between man and wife were 
rarer, that men helped more in the homes, that fathers more often 
took out young children and that parents were less strict and less 
cruel; that people lived longer in one home,^ had steadier jobs, 
worked many fewer hours and had a far higher standard of living; 
that family rituals, such as weddings and funerals, were now more 
extravagant affairs in which more people were involved but that a 
Saturday sing-song, or ‘knees up’, was much rarer and families 
rather more dispersed. On the whole people seemed now to desire, 
and to achieve, a greater measure of personal independence and 
privacy while remaining members of a closely-knit extended family. 

The evidence from this very limited inquiry suggests that the 
extended family is slowly adjusting to new circumstances, not dis- 
integrating. To the old person as much as to the young it seems to 
be the supreme comfort and support. Its central purpose is as strong 
as ever. It continues to provide a natural, if conservative, means of 
self-fulfilment and expression, as the individual moves from the first 
to the third generation, learning, performing and teaching the 
functions of child, parent and grandparent. 

1 As shown, for example, in Interview Report 3 in Appendix 2. 

2 A School Board visitor’s book showed in 1899 that 530 families out of 1,204 
in Bethnal Green had moved within the previous 12 months— excluding the 
‘lowest and most shifting class of all’ (Hobson, J., Problems of Poverty, 1899). 



Appendix 1 


A FURTHER NOTE ON METHOD 


A GENERAL DESCRIPTION of the methods followed in the 
main inquiry will be found in Chapter I of this book. Sometimes in 
the text additional remarks explain the manner of arriving at particu- 
lar findings, for example about earnings on p. 68 and about social 
isolation on pp. 166-168. This note refers specially to accuracy, 
representativeness of the sample and statistical validity. 

Accuracy 

Beyond very simple information it is difficult to ascertain the truth 
or falsity of information supplied at interviews, and even more 
difficult to assess its relative importance in providing insight into 
people’s behaviour. Bias and inaccuracy arc liable to influence the 
whole process of designing, asking and answering questions in a 
social inquiry, and of interpreting the answers. The point is soon 
reached when it is no longer possible to devise checks. The principle 
adopted in the Bethnal Green research was one of establishing each 
individual’s chief relationships and activities to provide a framework 
or context within which it was possible to introduce appropriate 
questions and evaluate answers. The consistency of much informa- 
tion was convincing. Answers to widely spaced questions often ‘ hung 
together’. This was perhaps the most valuable test of their accuracy. 

The old people were visited without previous warning and most 
were interviewed on the spot, although appointments had to be made 
with a few who were busy or ill. It was therefore possible to see many 
of them going about their daily affairs in their habitual surroundings, 
preparing meals, looking after grandchildren, sewing a dress and 
being visited by relatives and friends. As the interviews were spread 
over the 12 months of the year and took place morning, afternoon 
and evening, and sometimes on Saturday or Sunday, many statements 
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of fact could be substantiated by direct observation. Over 20% of 
the interviews took place in the evening or at the week-end and at 
40% of them relatives other than a husband or wife were present or 
were seen briefly or for long spells before, during or after the inter- 
view. Some of these were living in the same household or dwelling 
but many were just visiting the old people. At only 7% of the inter- 
views were friends or neighbours seen, however briefly. 

The interview schedule, with its mixture of general and specific 
questions, allowed the flexibility necessary to adapt to the person 
being interviewed. Careful attention could be paid to spontaneous 
remarks. For example, although the question, ‘Do you mind whether 
your children live near or not?’ was not put during the interviews 
over half of those who did not want to live with their children said 
spontaneously they wanted to be near them. It proved unexpectedly 
easy to move from the formal role of interviewer to a relationship 
of friendliness in which, for example, family photos were exchanged. 
An introduction from the family doctor, which could be produced if 
necessary, also helped to reduce suspicion of the motives of the 
research and may have encouraged informants to answer more fully 
and accurately. Several were anxious to know if their information was 
satisfactory and said things like, ‘Now what I’m telling you is the 
truth if 1 don’t get off* my chair a living man.’ Others who were 
reserved at the time of first interview were sometimes more talkative 
at the second. A letter of thanks which restated the objects of the 
research was sent to each person. 

If one important object was to adapt the interview to the individual 
being questioned another was to explore some questions very 
thoroughly, particularly those regarding the social relationships 
taken most for granted. A flexible type of interview is not necessarily 
vague and flabby.. It should allow more pointed and disciplined 
questioning than a standardised approach to each person, which may 
involve unnecessary questions and may fail to discover certain crucial 
facts. A meaningful specificity of question has to be evolved. In the 
first interviews a general question like, ‘Do you have any relatives in 
Bethnal Green?” or ‘Have you any cousins alive?’ sometimes got 
the inadvertent answer ‘no’ when such relatives or such cousins 
were later revealed. Informants were not trying to deceive; they 
merely overlooked certain people in answering questions which had 
never been put to them before, or they took ‘relatives’ to mean 
collateral relatives and not direct descendants, or cousins to mean 
only second or third cousins. Systematic exploration of close rela- 
tives and friends one by one proved to be the best prelude to the 
more involved questions about daily life and social problems. This 
has an important bearing on research in this field. Unless data about 
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the whereabouts of and contacts with relatives are gained in many 
inquiries a misleading picture about personal activities and needs 
is likely to be built up, because so many people take family activities 
as given. This particularly applies to research concerned with the 
effect of social services on the family. 

The importance of asking meaningful questions can be illustrated 
by the example of illness. People were first asked whether they had 
been ill in bed at home for any reason in the last two years and if so, 
who had looked after them. Both those who had been ill and those 
who had not were then asked who would look after them during any 
future illness. This soon proved to be inadequate as a form of 
questioning and led to varied interpretation. First, a number of 
people said they would ‘manage on my own’ or ‘doctor myself’. 
This often meant that if they had ’flu, for example, they would 
encourage relatives to go to work as usual, put themselves to bed, 
and get up in the evening to prepare a meal for those returning home. 
Second, as wc have just noted, they often took the help of relatives 
for granted and thought the question of help referred only to a neigh- 
bour or friend who would fetch the doctor or their children. And 
third, those who had not experienced illness for many years some- 
times found the question difficult and liked to think they would not 
be dependent on others in the sense that relatives or others might 
have to give up work or prepare their meals. To meet these difficul- 
ties supplementary questions were asked to limit the meaning of 
‘help in illness’ largely to the provision of meals and drinks, making 
the bed and assistance with personal toilet when the old person was 
confined to bed. And when the source of help was unclear specific 
questions were put about neighbours and relatives living near- 
by. Only in this way did it seem possible to get the information 
required. 

Throughout the research one of the most difficult problems was 
that of taking proper account of people’s diversity and of the appar- 
ent disorganisation in their lives. In drawing up questions for inter- 
view, in approaching people, in writing up what they say and then in 
analysing the general results there seems to be a natural bias at each 
stage towards making life appear more logical, orderly and predict- 
able than it is. The work is likely to have suffered because of this un- 
witting distortion. People vary and their lives do not always pursue a 
steady course; contradictory opinions arc held at one and the same 
time and different meanings are put upon the same words, particu- 
larly those with moral overtones, at different times. The result is 
that there may be less system in social organisation than we suppose, 
or, at the least, a trickier balance of complex social influences. In 
sociological research there seem to be only two general means of 
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dealing with this. One is to allow room for the unexpected In inter- 
viewing technique — though beyond a certain point there is a danger 
of making the research unmanageable. The other is to regard the 
description of exceptions to a general rule as a necessary part of 
analysis, without which a report would be incomplete. The trouble 
with this is the danger of sacrificing clarity of exposition for the sake 
of perhaps an uneasy accuracy. 

Representativeness of the Sample 

Getting names and addresses from doctors in Bethnal Green was 
chosen as the means of securing a random sample of people of pen- 
sionable age in the borough. There was no chance of gaining access 
to the Ministry of Pensions list of retirement pensioners, and a list 
compiled by the Borough Council at the time of the Coronation 
covered only two-thirds of those of pensionable agp and was, in any 
case, partly out of date. One in three of the general practitioners in 
the borough were approached. Their names were picked out at 
random; one refused to co-operate and another was excluded from 
the sample because he was willing only to provide names chosen by 
himself. In all, records were consulted at seven practices, which were 
fairly well distributed over the borough. So far as is known about 

TABLE 46 

Population of Pensionable Age 


Age 

B,G, 

1951 

Census 

B.G. 

sample 

inquiry 

V 

Men: 65-69 

/o 

130 

/o 

12-3 

70-74 

9-8 

10-3 

75-79 

5-6 

5-4 

80 and over 

2-6 

3-4 

Total Men 

310 

31-5 

>Vomen: 60-64 

21 0 

18-7 

65-69 

18-6 

16-7 

70-74 

14-6 

16-7 

75-79 

8-8 

11-3 

80 and over 

60 

4-9 

Total Women 

690 

68-5 

Total 

1000 

1000 

Number 

7,920 

• 203 
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98% of the population of London are covered by doctors* records, 
and while no separate information exists either for Bethnal Green or 
for elderly people it is assumed that the sample was drawn from 
some such percentage of the old people in the borough. 

Chapter I describes the result of visits paid to the addresses of 
people who finally qualified for inclusion in the sample. As most of 
the interviews were carried out by one person some months elapsed 
before all the addresses could be visited. This delay may have resulted 
in the sample becoming partly out of date and unrepresentative. 
58 of the 261 could not be interviewed, 38 because they had died, 
had moved out of the borough or could not be traced, 10 because 
they were in hospital or welfare home or were ill at home and 10 
because they refused an interview. These 10 people who refused 
formed less than 5% of the sample. Nine of them were women, and 
seven of these were in their early sixties. A few refused because they 
said they were not old, were still at work and had no worries to talk 
about. They saw no point in being interviewed. Three were not seen 
at all; relatives refused on their behalf, and subsequent efforts to 
establish contact were frustrated. 

The representativeness of the sample can be checked in a few, but 
only elementary, ways. Tables 46 and 47 compare old people in the 
sample with the total elderly population in Bethnal Green at the 


TABLE 47 

Old People, by Sex and Marital Status 


Sex and marital 

B.G, 

B.G. 

status 

1951 

sample 


Census 

®/ 

inquiry 

°/ 

Men: Single 

/o 

30 

/o 

30 

Married 

200 

20-2 

Widowed and 

divorced 

81 

8-4 

Total men 

310 

31-5 

Women : Single 

6-8 

5*9 

Married 

27-2 

281 

Widowed and 

divorced 

350 

34-5 

Total Women 

690 

68-5 

Total 

1000 

1000 

Number . 

7,920 

203 
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TABLE 48 

Distribution’ of Old People in Different Electoral Wards 


Wards 

Total number of 

Number of old 

Old people as % 


people on Electoral 

people in sample 

of number on 


Register 

inquiry 

Electoral Register 

North 

7,550 

30 

0-40 

East 

8,225 

35 

0-43 

Central 

8,591 

65 

0-76 

South 

8,805 

47 

0-54 

West 

7,314 

26 

0-36 

time of 

the 1951 Census, by sex, age and marital status. Table 48 


shows the distribution of the sample over the five wards of the 
borough, and Table 49 compares information given about their 
household composition by the women in the present inquiry with 
similar information that was obtained from a special analysis of the 
1951 Census. The two groups may not be exactly comparable, be- 
cause of differences in applying the definition of ‘household’ and 
of the sub-categories. 6% of the sample were aided by the domestic 
help service; separate analysis showed that this was exactly compar- 
able with the figure relating to the whole population of pensionable 
age. Similarly, 12% of the sample belonged to an old people’s club; 
information from the Old People’s Welfare Committee about total 
membership at the time of the interviews suggested the proportion 
should have been 1 1%. So far as the various figures go, it seems the 
sample gives a fair representation of the elderly population in the 
whole borough. 

TABLE 49 


Composition of Households of Women of 60 and Over 


Others iu household 

1951 Census 
2(fy^ sample 

D.G. sample 
inquiry 
°/ 

No one 

/o 

32 

/o 

28 

Husband only 

21 

25 

Unmarried child(ren) (and husband) 

24 

23 

Married child(ren) (and others) 

10 

14 

Others 

14 

10 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

1,067 

139 


Statistical Validity 

Statistical tests have a limited but important role to play in research 
of this kind. They help to discipline the analysis, especially in forcing 
the field-worker to make explicit definitions and take account of the 
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quantitative element in his findings. Their application cannot be 
pushed too far. Some of the most interesting generalisations involve 
a constellation of factors which cannot be tested easily, if at all. 
Much of the research material, even the quantitative material, cannot 
easily be put in a form testable by standard methods. Even the 
material that remains, however, could well necessitate several 
hundred tests if the research worker was determined to validate his 
findings as strictly as possible and was able to use time and money 
extravagantly for such a purpose. Mpreover, as so many statisticians 
acknowledge, general comparisons between social groups can often 
produce significant differences which begin to look very misleading 
once the constituent parts are examined, or once the definition of 
categories is altered even slightly. For such reasons statistical tests 
need to be used with caution and discrimination. 

For simplicity, percentages have been given in most tables, though 
total numbers have been indicated. Some tables did not require 
testing and the results of tests on the remainder are given below. 
It was recognised that more subtle and appropriate tests could have 
been devised for some of them and certain experiments were tried, 
especially in comparing two groups which could not be regarded 
as independent. For example, in comparing eldest and youngest 
children in their frequency of contact with the old people any 
differences could be obscured by {a) the fact that while some families 
contained both an eldest son and an eldest daughter, others contained 
an eldest son or daughter but not both; {h) the fact that in some 
families frequency of contact with both eldest and youngest was 
high, and in others low; (c) the fact that frequency of contact varied 
according to size of family; {d) the fact that frequency of contact 
varied according to sex and marital status of old people. 

One particular difficulty arose in attempting to use average fre- 
quencies of contact for expressing certain differences between rela- 
tives. At first it was hoped to summarise information in such terms 
as ‘the average son secs his mother x times a week and the average 
daughter her mother y times a week.’ This would have simplified the 
job of conveying differences between sons and daughters, brothers 
and sisters, sons-in-law and daughters-in-law and so on. It could not 
be done, largely because information about frequency of contact 
produced U-shaped distributions, which caused conceptual and 
statistical difficulties. The statement, say, that the average son is 
seen three times a week is not particularly helpful if 80% of all 
sons are seen either daily or once a week or less. And the t test, for 
example, cannot give exact probabilities when the variates tested are 
not normally distributed, or are more than slightly uneven in distri- 
bution. Following advice, most tables about contacts between old 
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people and their relatives were expressed in frequency distributions, 
i.e. % seen daily, weekly, etc. Tables 21 and 51 provide two excep- 
tions. For each old person his contact with his children was averaged. 
Thus, a person seeing two children seven and three times a week 
respectively was counted as seeing his average child five times a 
week. By this method a more normal statistical distribution was 
obtained and the differences between small and large families could 
be tested under reasonable conditions. The ^ test, the t test or the 
analysis of variance test were used in obtaining the following 
results: 

Table 

2 P<0\. Significant increase with age in proportion of women living 
alone. 

4 P< 01. Significant majority doubtful about or not in favour of 
sharing a home with married children, in each of three 
groups. 

7 P< is approx. *07. Not quite significant at the 5% level, as regards 

the difference in proximity between sons and daughters. 

8 P< *01 . Significant difference between old people’s contacts with sons 

and those with daughters. 

9 P<*01. Significant difference between sons and daughters in their 

contacts with old people. 

13 •01>P>*05. Difference between men and women in frequency of 

medical consultation not quite significant. 

14 P is approx. *15. No significant difference between men and women 

in the years since last being in-patients. 

18 P<*01 all husbands, •02>P>-01 husbands at work. Significant 
difference according to availability of daughters. 

20 P< *01 sons daily, P = *05 daughters daily. Significant difference be- 

tween those with and without daughters (sons) in contacts 
with daughters-in-law (sons-in-law). 

21 P<'01. Significant decrease in average contacts per child per week, 

with increase in family size. 

22 P< *01 for sons only. Difference between eldest and youngest daugh- 

ters not quite significant at the 5% level. 

23 P<-01. Significant difference between daughters of different social 

class, in contacts with parents. No significant difference for 
sons. 

25 No significant difference between sisters and brothers in proximity. 

26 P< 01. Significant difference between men’s contacts with their own 

siblings and their contacts with their wife’s siblings. 

27 P< 01. Significant difference between brothers and sisters in contact 

with old people. P< -01. significant difference between child- 
less people and those with surviving children, in their contact 
with both brothers and sisters. 
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Table 

29 P< 01. Significant difference between men and women in visits ex- 

changed with neighbours. P< 05. Significant difference be- 
tween married women and other women in visits exchanged 
with neighbours. 

30 P<-01. Significant difference between men and women in visiting 

friends and meeting them outside home. 

31 P is approximately *06 in comparing the number who had daugh- 

ters at hand with the number who had not, in respect of 
exchanging visits with non-relatives (not quite significant at 
5% level). P< 0l. Significant difference in receipt of minor 
services according to availability of daughters. 

33 P< -01. Significant difference in social class between old men and all 
men. 

40 P< 01. Significant association between loneliness and isolation. 

41 P< 01 . Significant falling off in loneliness the longer the period from 

spouse’s death. 

43 P<-01. Significant difference between hospital and general popula- 

tion, for both men and women (with reservation about no 
standardisation for age noted in text). 

44 P< -01. Significant difference between general population and popu- 

lation aided by social services in childlessness, for men and 
women together and for women separately. Trend indicated 
for men, but numbers not large enough to establish signifi- 
cance except in case of L.C.C. Homes (P< 05). 

45 P< -01. Significant difference between general population and popu- 

lations aided by the social services, in various family charac- 
teristics. 


46 P>-90 

47 P>-99 

49 P is about *4 


Very close correspondence between sample and 
general population in these respects. 


51 No significant difference in contact with children with increasing 


age. 

56 P<01. Significant difference between old people’s contacts with 


brothers and those with sisters. 
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THREE INTERVIEW REPORTS 


THESE REPORTS of interviews with old people are given in full. 
Permission was obtained from the people eoneerned, provided 
lictitious names and addresses were used. A few other details, sueh 
as occupations and ages, have also been changed to prevent identifi- 
cation. The reports follow the interview schedule used and indicate 
its scope. This selection is intended to illustrate the differences in the 
circumstances of the old people interviewed. 

Interview Report 1 

(i) February 2, 1955. No. 157. 7.30 pm. 2 hours 15 minutes. 
Informant alone for first half-hour, then wife too. Second call. Seen 
subsequently on two further occasions. 

1-5. Mr. Noggs, 25 Angel Street. Aged 68. Married. Born, 
Finsbury. 

General 

Mr. Noggs is a youthful-looking man. He is plump with a slightly 
moon-shaped face and has thin black hair. His wife is thin and frail 
and careworn. She talked in a resigned but quiet tone. Although the 
husband seemed to be at ease when we were on our own and swore 
frequently, he behaved quite differently when his wife was in the 
room, saying little and that with less relish. 

6. Household 

i Emily— 65 — M— wife. 

John— 23— S— son. 

Henry— 30 — S — wife’s nephew. 

ii Informant (head). 
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iii 17 years (in house). Before that they lived for 18 years in the 
same street. I asked this question before the wife came into the 
room and he gave only a vague estimate. She knew the number 
of years precisely. 

iv ‘We came here because at number 28 we only had half a house. 
The children were growing up and we needed more room. Yes, 
we put in for it to the landlord.’ 

V Besides the son living in the home the informant has two daugh- 
ters, who married in 1945 and 1946, then leaving home. In 
1946 Henry, the nephew, came to live with them, because his 
mother (Mrs. Noggs’ sister) had died. 

vi ‘We’re happy here. God forbid (moving out). I wouldn’t like 
to go in flats. I’ve got that comfort out in the yard and that’s all 
I want. This is just comfortable. I don’t want no ballsing about 
with rows and noise in flats.’ 

vii ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea’ (living with married children). 
The wife, however, thought it a good idea to live near. 

7. Type of Dwelling 

i Terraced cottage on two floors. 

ii 5 rooms including kitchen, and a big yard. 

iii No bath. W.C. in the yard. 

iv The home is very much like many other terraced cottages 
built 100 years ago. The floors slope and pieces of wood have 
had to be lilted on top of the doors. The front living-room is 
sparsely furnished, indicating a poor standard of life in former 
years. There is just one small mat on the lino-covered floor, a 
table, a couple of chairs with wooden arms, a sideboard and one 
or two fitted cupboards. On top of the two fitted cupboards in 
recesses on either side of the fireplace arc photos of the wed- 
dings of the two daughters. 

8a, Occupation 

Mr. Noggs has worked all his life for various firms as a builder’s 
labourer. ‘If I’m able to carry on I’ll carry on. If 1 can carry on till 
I’m 70— if my health holds out. What’s the good of me retiring? The 
pension’s no use to me. What can 1 do with that? The Government 
don’t give you enough. No, my wife doesn’t want me to retire. Yes, 

I think I’ll want a rest when I’m 70. There’s some of them living on 
this bleeding assistance. Casuals. They’re a lot of lazy bastards.’ 
His wife was a laundry hand for many years but she gave it up at the 
age of 50, because she had TB and had a long spell in hospital. Their 
son is a punch-card operator. The nephew is a carpenter, and both 
earn good money. Mr. J4oggs said he had no hope of an occupational 
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pension but his employers did not retire men when they reached any 
set age because ‘labour’s short and if you can carry on they’ll keep 
you.’ He had changed his firm, but not his job, since reaching the 
age of 60. 

9. Source of Income 

i His wife has a retirement pension of £2. (She continued paying 
insurance contributions after retiring at 50 until she was 60.) 

ii None (National Assistance). 

iii None (other income). 

iv None (savings). 

V £7 Oj. 0^/. (earnings). 

vi As with many other older couples, it was obvious the wife did 
not know what the husband earned and he did not know what 
the son and the nephew in the house gave her. He did not know 
whether she had any money from the two married daughters. 
I was able to ask Mr. Noggs what he earned and what he gave 
his wife when he was alone, but I did not see his wife alone. 
There was an awkward silence when I asked how much board 
money she received from her son and nephew. She looked at 
her husband and then she said, ‘My nephew gives me more 
than the other because he’s earning better money.’ In such 
cases it seems quite wrong to press for details. (On a subsequent 
call she said her son gave her £2 and her nephew £2 IO 5 .) 

vii Wife used the tobacco vouchers she was entitled to. 

11, Selected expenditure items 

Rent 19^. M, Coal 15.y. in winter but averaged between Is, 6d, and 

10. y. No sick club, clothing or Christmas club. Life insurances 
2s, Id, There was a cat in the home. 

12, Health 

i Active 

ii (fl) Very little limitation of movement. But he did say, ‘It 

knocks me. My breath. I’ve been working on rooftops. I 
have to have a few halts on the way up. It takes the go out 
of you but you’ve got to expect it when you get older.’ 

(6) None (pain in feet). 

(c) None (recent falls). 

iii Normal physique. 

iv ‘I got a bit of a cold but that’s all. I’ve jolly good health.’ 

V Alert. 

vi (o) 5 years since last visit to doctor. ‘I don’t want to see him.’ 
{b) None (number of times treated by doctor in last year). 
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(c) The only time in his life he was in hospital was for smallpox 
25 years ago. 

{d) No (experience of domiciliary nursing), 
vii His wife has been in very bad health since the war. She is thin 
and looks older than her husband, who has no grey hair on his 
head and looks like a man in his forties or fifties. Talking about 
her health, his wife said, ‘Fve had operations. Tve had TB 
trouble ever since before the war. I had a lung removed. I 
haven’t worked since. I have to go out now and again to the 
hospital but they tell me they can’t do much for me. No, I 
don’t sleep well. We sleep apart. The doctor said we had to. 
You see one’s up and one’s down, but we never quarrel.’ 

13, No Welfare Services or Clubs 

‘We’re not interested (in an old people’s club). I don’t want to 
sponge. I’m not interested.’ His wife tried to modify his attitude by 
saying, ‘ Some people are quite happy and enjoy going out to those 
things. If one or other of us were left alone, you might be glad of 
company. Some of these people are quite happy.’ 

14, Household and Personal Services 

i Her youngest daughter living in the next street comes to do her 
shopping every day. As for cleaning, ‘ My girl helps in between.’ 
Mrs. Noggs does all the cooking and sends most of her washing 
out (3^. per week). 

ii Son, and sometimes nephew (odd jobs, such as getting coal up, 
washing up, cleaning windows). Mr. Noggs docs nothing in 
the home, apart from occasionally chopping wood or tidying 
the yard. 

iii Son (deals with any official letters and forms). 

iv Wife (pays rent, insurances, etc.). Mr. Noggs said, ‘There’s 
some dilatory people who don’t pay up regular. We always 
keep out of debt.’ 

V As earlier with income, it was difficult, when both were present, 
to get at the exact amount for housekeeping, but Mrs. Noggs 
said, rather reluctantly, ‘I get about £8 altogether but my 
nephew gives me more than my son.’ However, this turned out 
to be an underestimate. On a subsequent call she said she had 
£9 10 a\ altogether, £5 from her husband, and £4 10,y. from her 
son and nephew. This did not include her own £2 pension, 
vii Her youngest daughter usually collects her pension. ‘In good 
weather I sometimes go because it’s only at the top of the 
turning.’ 

ix No illness in last two years. If Mr. Noggs were ill, his wife 
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would look after him, but he couldn’t remember the last time 
he’d been in bed. So far as she was concerned, ‘My husband 
would go to work. My sister opposite would pop in and my 
daughter would come in. My son would go round for her.’ She 
had been in bed for two days the previous winter and her 
youngest daughter had prepared meals and looked after her. 

77. Friends and Neighbours 

‘Yes, we’ve got good neighbours. We don’t gossip. I don’t inter- 
fere. I mind my own business.’ He has no friends among them. His 
wife said, ‘We’ve lived down here 35 years and we’ve never had no 
quarrels. No, we don’t pop in. If you really wanted something they’d 
help you. Nearly all have got families and they help one another.’ 
She said they have no friends living locally of whom they sec a lot. 
Both denied they are visited regularly (by a friend or neighbour), 
though the husband meets casual friends at a local pub. 

18. Holidays, Outings, Pastimes, Festivals, etc. 

i ‘We’ve never had a big holiday. We’ve never been able to 
afford it. I had a week off last year. We went out rides, just a 
little bus-ride.’ 

ii They do not visit relatives for week-ends because they have so 
many living near. 

iii ‘They all come round Christmas morning — our children and 
their husbands and our nephews and nieces. In the afternoon 
we go round to the girls. They (the boys) can please themselves.’ 

iv The husband ‘likes a bit of gardening’. He has not been to the 
pictures for ‘years’, and his wife said, ‘I’ve only ever seen one 
talkie. We like listening to the plays on the wireless. Some- 
times I hav^ a jaw across the road (her sister's).’ She said later, 
‘ I never go out of an evening. I listen to the plays and so does 
my husband. He never goes out. Sometimes he stays late and 
has a drink in the pub and is not back maybe till seven but 
when he comes in on a Saturday at two he stays in. He doesn’t 
go out again.’ And her husband said, ‘1 expect her to be here 
when I come.’ And she added, ‘Yes, I mustn’t be out. He likes 
to know where I am.’ 

V The wife regularly corresponded with those members of her 
family who lived some distance away, for example, the daugh- 
ters of an elder sister who died some years ago, who lived in 
other parts of London and one who lived at Margate, 
viii C. of E. but not churchgoers. ‘We know how to behave our- 
selves. We don’t want no mastering or doctoring. It’s how you 
was brought up when you were young.’ - 
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19. Family Life 

As in so many cases there is a distinct division in the roles of 
husband and wife in the household. He has his work and she has 
her family. When I asked whether man and wife got closer together 
when they were older he repeated what had already been said. ‘We 
don’t notice it. I always expect her to be home when I’m back. We’re 
all right. We make no squabbles or fighting.’ When I was asking 
about the wife’s family, the husband seemed rather impatient and 
said once or twice in reference to family activities, ‘It don’t interest 
me.’ These references were not so much to his children but to his 
wife’s sisters and their children. 

They have three children, the son being at home, the youngest 
daughter living in the next street with her two children, who were 
seen every day, and the eldest daughter living at Clapton. She calls 
on her mother twice a week, about once a week with her husband 
and children. Explaining how the eldest daughter came to be living 
at Clapton, Mrs. Noggs said, ‘She couldn't get a place round here. 
My Rosie (her youngest daughter) got her place because I spoke for 
her.’ 

Mrs. Noggs said, ‘My mother had eighteen children. Two were 
born dead and there was sixteen girls and two boys, but she reared 
only eight.’ Three sisters are still alive. One lives opposite with a 
single daughter and she has a married daughter in the same street. 
These are all seen every day by the wife but not by Mr. Noggs. 
There is a single sister living at Hpping. Another sister has moved 
to Bow, a mile away, and is now seen only once a month. Her eldest 
sister seems to have had an important influence on the family. 
Although she died some years ago Mrs. Noggs maintains frequent 
contact with her children. One of them is living with her, and two 
daughters live about five minutes’ walk away and see her every day. 
These two, one of them single, live together and the married one has 
a little girl who comes every day from school to have tea with Mrs. 
Noggs. 

Referring to her mother, who died in 1930 at the age of 83, she said 
she lived in the present street all her life. ‘We looked after her every 
day. I took her a hot dinner. Wc always looked after one another.’ 
She still has some contact with two or three cousins who live a mile 
away. 

The husband’s mother had eight children but ‘all except two of 
us died as babies. She bred too quick. She didn’t have the strength 
to keep bearing and she died when she was 30. We all drifted apart 
and my father married again. Me and my sister were the only two 
alive when she died. We went to my father’s mother and father. 
When the old man got married again we had to battle for ourselves.’ 

Q— F.L.O.P. 225 



APPENDIX 2 

His sister died at the age of 14, and so he has no relatives left alive 
on his side. 

Asked what was the happiest time in his life, he said, ‘We made 
our own pleasure. We always made our own happiness.* 

20, Changes in Family Life 

His wife said, ‘We’re a thousand times better off. I remember 
when my mother and the rest of us earned Is. 3id. for seven gross of 
matchboxes, and then my mother did a day’s washing. I don’t have 
to think about where the next meal’s coming from like 1 did then. 
Even when you did get wages again you had to pay back a few shil- 
lings what you’d borrowed when you were short.’ The husband 
seemed to think this was an implied criticism of himself and 
said, ‘We never had the unions in them days. I know when I 
went out day after day and didn’t earn a penny because of the 
weather.’ 

There was an interesting difference between husband and wife 
about their ideas of the richness of family and other contacts. The 
husband said, ‘People today aren’t so friendly. They can’t afford to 
come and talk to you. They can’t afford to mix up and have a good 
chat. Some people who’vc got on better than you can’t be bothered 
with you. You used to get people saying good night and all that sort 
of thing when you passed them in the street. It’s not the same now.’ 
These remarks applied as much to families as to neighbours and it 
was quite obvious that his wife didn’t agree with him, though she 
tried to conceal it to some extent. She said, ‘We all cling together — 
our family. We always have. Take my sister across the road. Her son 
lives a long way away and he never misses a week, and he’s brought 
her 2s. 6d. since he’s been married. And her daughter’s always going 
into her. The family next door has got no parents — there’s four sis- 
ters. There’s two single ones at home but you always see that lot 
together.’ 

They agreed their parents had been ‘very, very strict’. Both ack- 
nowledged the influ|5nce of their mothers but as Mr. Noggs’ mother 
had died young he said, ‘My grandfather’s family was always 
helping each other.’ His wife’s attitude to her mother was typified by 
her remarks about christening. ‘You always had a tea after the 
christening. It lays to you when they’re christened. Usually it’s after 
about three months. It used to be three weeks. That’s changed. And 
you used never to sec a baby being taken out till it was christened. 
My mother always used to say, unless a woman was churched the 
baby shouldn’t go out. Unless the woman was churched she hadn’t 
been received into the eyes of the Almighty.* 

When Mr. Noggs’ mother died he was taken over by his grand- 
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parents for a time but when I asked a general question about the 
early death of parents, he said, ‘Children would have to go into a 
school or their uncles and aunts would have the kiddies. But they 
were mostly shot about (he meant in first one home and then 
another). One aunt might only be able to have one. They used to 
help each other in that respect.’ (This with a sly look at his wife.) 
Talking about young people and their children his wife said, ‘Some 
of the girls today get too much money. If they go up the road with 
two children, the children will have a cake each and then they’ll 
want more, and they’ll get more. We used to be satisfied with a pen- 
north of chips. No, I don’t think wives should go to work. Wives 
shouldn’t go to work if the husband's earning a living wage. 1 think 
a lot of them do it to dress up.’ 

About death and funerals, the wife said, ‘People respect their dead 
better today. They used to stop at a halfway house at the burial. The 
best part of them would have more than they ought to have done. 
In dozens of cases there ’d be a fight on the way back. Yes, they’d 
disagree about the things in the mother’s home. There was always 
some of them who would have a few over the eight. And if there was 
anything in the family (disagreements) it all came out, they had their 
battle out. Perhaps it would be some brothers and sisters because 
one took more insurance money than the other.’ Asked what this 
meant, she said, ‘Well, one might be paying in one penny for the 
mother and she’d get £8 for that penny, but another might be paying 
in tuppence and she’d get £16. One might say to the other, you’re 
only waiting for Mum to die to get that money.’ And just after that 
she added, ‘The eldest boy could claim the lot if the last parent died. 
Yes, I think that hiippens now. The eldest son could claim the lot. 
As a rule though it’s shared equal. I do know that. A woman’s 
mother living up the street died only last week. The money was 
shared out and even a sister in America can claim her share. I know 
that for a fact. Yes, it’s usually if there’s one of the children at home 
who takes on the home. But you have to ask the landlord for the 
tenancy.’ 

‘Oh, they all have a big show with weddings now. We went back 
to work when we were married. One of my daughters had it kept up 
at her husband’s mother’s place, because it was a bigger place than 
here, and my Rosie had a big hall. Oh yes, all the family would be 
there, even cousins. There weren’t many white weddings in those 
days. When my mother got married she was in a mauve bonnet and 
a Paisley shawl, and when I got married I just had my best frock, 
and he managed a suit. It was only those with money who went on 
for three days. That wasn’t our station of life. That was the bigger 
pots. Each of my sixers had grey weddings.’ 
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21. Loneliness 

‘No. We’ve always got something to occupy our minds.’ 

(A kinship diagram like that on p. 36 was made out in this and 
other interviews.) 

Interview Report 2 

(i) August 4, 1955. No. 115. 1 hour 25 minutes. First call. Inform- 
ant only. Seen on six or seven subsequent occasions. 

1-5. Miss Merrivale. 170 Pinchbeck House. Aged 69. Single. Born, 
Bow. 

General 

Miss Merrivale is a pale, very thin woman with a rather pleasant 
shy smile and wispy grey hair. The thinness of her arms seemed to 
indicate malnourishment. She was diffident about the interview and 
perfectly willing to talk, although extremely shy. I raised the question 
of why she had not got married and she suggested that it was partly 
because she and her mother had been so close and her mother 
widowed, but also because ‘I didn’t meet anyone that appealed to 
me.’ To reach her room one has to climb several flights of an old 
tenement block between two or three other blocks. At the end of a 
narrow dark passage is her room. There seemed to be little question 
that she is voluntarily living in poverty. 

6. Household 

i Lives alone 

ii Informant (head). 

iii Has lived at same residence 30 years. 

iv ‘My mother and I couldn’t get anywhere else.’ 

V Has lived alone since her mother died 15 years ago in 1940. 
vi ‘I would like a change, but 1 don’t think I stand a chance.’ She 
suggested she’d like a ground-floor flat, possibly in a house 
where there was a yard or garden. When I suggested she might 
put her name on a housing list although it might take some 
years to come through, she commented, ‘I don’t think it’s 
worth it. I’d be in the other country before my name came up.’ 

7. Type of Dwelling 

i Private tenement flat, third floor. 

ii One room. 

iii She shares the lavatory with neighbours in their one-room 
flatlets, shares water supply, and has only one gas ring. There 
is a washroom on the same floor which she does not use, pre- 
ferring to go to the local baths. 
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iv In the room Is one small iron bedstead, a single slender wooden 
chair, a small table, two or three large cardboard boxes in 
which are some of her belongings, no mats on the lino floor 
and the one gas ring above the tiny iron grate. There is one 
large fitted cupboard in which I could see a few oddments of 
margarine, sugar, jam, tea and so on but very little else beyond 
a few pots and pans. On the small table was half a cup of tea 
and one roll which was half eaten. All the signs pointed to an 
extremely bare subsistence, if not poverty. 

8b, Retirement 

She worked as a dress machinist most of her life but retired at the 
age of 60 because ‘I wasn’t very well at that time so I left. Anyway I 
don’t think they liked their women staying on over the age of 60. 
I was glad at the time. No, I’m not sorry I gave up work then.’ She 
seemed to minimise any changes that retirement had brought and 
merely referred to the reduced income. She had been earning between 
five and six pounds then, which was at the end of the war. 

9, Source of Income 

i Retirement pension of 40^’. 

ii No National Assistance. 

iii None. 

iv A small amount of savings, certainly no more than £50. 

V None. 

vi None. 

vii None. 

10, Money Problems, Applications 

She said that she knew about National Assistance but did not 
want to apply for it. ‘I’ll have to apply when I need it, but while 
I’ve got a little savings I’ll draw on that. There’s nobody I’ve got to 
leave it to, so I’d rather use that than cost the country any more.’ 
She knew perfectly well that she would be able to get some assistance 
if needed. 

11, Selected Expenditure Items 

Rent 6s, 8c/. Coal only about 3.y. 6d, to 4^*., because she said she 
made do with ‘half a hundicd in the winter, because I can’t stand a 
lot of firing.’ No subscription clubs. No life insurance. No radio. 
When I was questioning her about the amount of money she needed 
to spend in any one week, I first suggested that perhaps she might 
spend around £3 a week but she insisted, ‘No, not as much as that. 
I only go over my money by a few shillings.’ It thus appears that she 
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must live on something like 45s. a week, drawing about 5s. weekly 
from her savings. 

12. Health 

i Fairly active. 

ii (fl) Very little limitation. 

{b) No (pain in feet). 

(c) Some giddiness but no falls. 

iii Very thin and, I thought, malnourished. 

iv ‘Fairly well but a bit chesty.’ 

V Alert. 

vi (a) 6 weeks to have an ear syringed (last medical consultation). 
(h) Once (medical consultations in last year). 

(c) Never (in-patient in hospital). 

(d) None (district nurse). 

vii She sleeps ‘too well’ (that is, from 8 in the evening till 7 in the 
morning). 

13. No Welfare Services or Clubs 

‘No. I could go to one of these old peoples’ clubs. Some of the 
people in these buildings go but you only sec all the people who live 
here. I have a read.’ Questioned further about this it appeared that 
such a club did not appeal to her. She was shy and feared member- 
ship of a club would lead to associations interfering with her privacy. 

14. Household and Personal Services 

i-vii It was quite clear after a whole series of questions that she does 
all her own household jobs and odd jobs of various kinds and 
collects her own pension. 

ix She has not l)een ill in any serious respect for a good many 
years but if she were ill she would ‘send down to the Super- 
intendent of these flats. If I was ill I suppose I’d have to go 
into hospital. I don’t think of those things. If I’m not feeling 
well I look after myself. I’d rather manage that way. I’m 
independent.’ It appeared that she did not even think that she 
would trouble the neighbours to send for a doctor and said that 
if she could she’d go and tell the Superintendent herself. On a 
subsequent call she had had a cold but sought the help of no 
one. She made one journey to the shops and then retired to 
bed for two days. 

15. She occasionally fetched an errand for a widowed woman of 
great age in a nearby flat. Apart from this, she performed no services 
for others. She looked after her mother in the last years of her life. 
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17, Friends and Neighbours 

I was able to put a great number of questions about neighbours 
and more or less established all the contacts with all the people living 
nearby. Apparently her particular block has many single-room flats 
and most of the people living there are fairly isolated. In the room on 
her left is a middle-aged woman whom she rarely sees and on her 
right, a man. They never went into each other’s rooms, only ex- 
changed a greeting in the passage or on the stairs. ‘The one that side 
is at work most of the day and so is the other. I seldom see them. 
The only one I see is an old lady on the landing. I fetch things for her 
sometimes. Not every day, just now and again in the week. I’m not 
a one to get thick. Her children come to visit her. No, she’s not a 
friend, just a neighbour.’ It appears she meant that although she 
would drop in on this old lady, she did not stay very long and did 
not consider her a friend. She called two or three times a week, col- 
lected an errand, but did not linger in the woman’s home more than 
a few minutes. Persistent questions about friends failed to reveal a 
single one. She replied to a whole series of questions about her 
evening activities, a visit to the cinema and so on. One very good 
indication of this was that she said that she had no one to sign her 
pension book each year, but had to go over to the Citizen’s Advice 
Bureau to get the signature of someone there. 

18, Holidays, Outings, Pastimes, Festivals, etc, 

i When I asked if she’d had a holiday this year or was going on 
one she said, ‘I’ve been to Southend twice. No, only outings 
for the day. No, I didn’t go with anybody.’ She caught the 
train, sat on the promenade, had tea and came home, by herself. 

ii Never stays with any friends, and has no relatives. 

iii ‘At Christmas I had an invitation into a neighbour.’ But she 
did not go because the woman had children (the woman living 
on the landing referred to earlier). At Easter, birthdays and 
other occasions her days are spent mostly as any other. 

iv She said that she goes by herself to the cinema once or twice 
a week but apart from occasional walks in the park there are 
no other outside activities. I kept questioning her about this 
and found that she has no radio to listen to but plays the man- 
dolin, because she had been a member of a band in her early 
life. With great pride she showed me the mandolin case and 
pulled out a whole pile of tattered music, among which I saw 
‘Meditation’ by Gounod which she called ‘Ave Maria’. There 
were one or two pieces from Tannhauser and William Tell. ‘I 
make my own amusement when I want to.’ 

V Nobody. 
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vii As her mother had died some 15 years ago and was virtually 
her last relative, I questioned her about the arrangements at the 
time of death and afterwards at the funeral. ‘I managed all on 
my own. There was nobody but me at the funeral.’ 

viii C. of E. but not a churchgoer. 

19. Family Life 

Her case was the most isolated yet encountered. She was the only 
child of her mother and the mother did not die until the age of 88 
in 1940. Her father had died when she was only 11 and she and her 
mother ‘were just like pals. We went everywhere together. We 
worked at the same place until the last few years of her life when she 
stayed at home. That was my worst trouble (mother’s death).’ When 
I questioned her about her mother’s siblings she said that her mother 
had had three brothers and two sisters and that they’d all died much 
earlier than her mother. It appeared that the last one died before 
1930. Both she and her mother had lost touch with the children of 
these brothers and sisters and the informant mentioned that her 
mother often used to speak of what would happen to her daughter 
when she in fact died. ‘I know I have cousins but I don’t know where 
they are. No, I don’t know the address of any relative.’ The same 
appeared to be the case for her father’s relatives. ‘I’ve never had any 
relatives in Bethnal Green and I’ve never seen any of them for more 
than twenty years. No, I’m not sorry I haven’t got any relatives in 
Bethnal Green.’ 

She said that her biggest problem has been ‘getting a living’. 
When I asked what was the happiest time in her life she said ‘I’ve 
made myself happy at all times.’ 

20. Changes in Family Life 

I didn’t persist 'With these questions because it was obviously 
difficult to talk about the changes in family life with a person who 
had no family. She did, however, say that children didn’t seem to 
have the same idea of duty to their parents these days and she par- 
ticularly complained about young children in flats. ‘They’re awful 
now. I don’t think they’re brought up properly.’ She said that there’d 
been a lot of changes since the old days but that people were not so 
friendly and families, so far as she could see, didn’t seem to cling 
together so much. 

21. Loneliness 

She was most emphatic in saying that she was not lonely. ‘ I make 
my life. If I feel miserable I go out for a walk in the park.’ She indi- 
cated in answer to other questions that she’d been used to a rather 
lonely life and therefore found it easier to amu^e herself. 
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Additional Note 

It was diflScult to believe, after the first call, that Miss Merrivale 
was as isolated from society as appeared to be the case. She was 
visited on six or seven subsequent occasions. On all points the first 
interview was confirmed. Invariably she was at home, invariably 
alone. On Christmas Eve, 1955, she was found to have received no 
Christmas card and indeed was expecting to spend Christmas day 
alone. The only evidence of Christmas was a large sheet of Wool- 
worth’s Christmas wrapping paper which she had put in an old 
picture frame. On a later call I found that the only neighbour with 
whom she had any contact had now moved out of London. Miss 
Merrivale missed her but persistent questioning failed to reveal any 
other person whom she now visited, even briefly. 

Interview Report 3 

(i) Main interview, December 1954, 3 hours 15 minutes. No. 49. 
First hour with husband, nearly another hour with Mr. and Mrs. T., 
married daughter and two granddaughters, and final hour or so 
with the old couple alone. I saw this couple on six further occasions 
in the course of the following year and a half and additional informa- 
tion obtained during these calls is appended to the following report. 

1-5. Mrs. Tilbury. 13 Braintree Street. Aged 68. Married. Born, 
Bethnal Green. 

General 

Mrs. Tilbury is a plump, motherly-looking woman with her grey- 
black hair swept either side of her head to the back in a knot like a 
gipsy, with dark eyes surrounded by wrinkles, and she wore a pair of 
drop garnet earrings. When she laughed, her face creased in smiles. 
Her husband is a youthful-looking man with greying hair, a deeply 
lined, leathery face and a rather military bearing. 

6, Living Arrangements 

i Arthur — 68 — M — husband. 

ii Husband (head). 

iii Has lived there 39 years, except for a period of 1 1 years during 
and after the war when Mrs. Tilbury, together with her two 
daughters and their families, was living in a bungalow on the 
coast. At that time the husband lived in the present house and 
went to see his wife and family at week-ends. ‘ During the war 
when there was all the bombing we rented a bungalow. He 
(husband) used to come down week-ends. I had all the family 
with me. A niece and her child too.’ There were then four 
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married women living with their children together, because of 
the absence in the Forces of the husbands. 

iv Mrs. Tilbury’s parents lived in the house previously, and she 
and her husband and family lived with them for 25 years, until 
their death after the war. 

v The last change in the household composition was after the 
end of the war when her father and mother both died and their 
youngest daughter, Phyllis, got married. 

vi The old couple do not want to move but in the next few weeks 
will have to do so because of the scheduled demolition of the 
house. On my first call, the informant said, ‘No, I don’t want 
to move. I want to be carried out of here. My daughter lives 
in Wimbolt Street. We want to go there. We’ve heard pf a 
couple of Jewesses with a downstairs flat and we are trying to 
arrange a change with them (through the L.C.C.).’ On the last 
call at that house Mrs. Tilbury came in to tell her husband that 
she had just been to the housing office. ‘We’re to have ic. 
They’re to exchange. We were hoping it would be all right. 
Oh, my legs. I just can’t get about. It’s taken me all my time to 
get there — and the waiting. They told me we were to have that 
place, but they said something about the builders wanting to do 
it up, and when I went upstairs to the builders, they thought 
wc were in for an ordinary exchange. They said we had to take 
our chance just like the rest of them. But then I explained and 
said that wc were having to get out because of the schedule for 
the slums. They said they’d have to do it up but they couldn’t 
tell me when it would be done. I told them we didn’t want the 
hallway and kitchen done because that has just been done 
recently and it was nice plastic paint, but they’ve got it all 
down though,’ she assured her husband. Later she said to her 
husband, ‘You’ll feel it when you’re there. No yard. It’s all 
confined there. I thought I was going to get claustro-something, 
but I expect I’ll get used to it. I shall make myself comfortable 
there.’ They explained to me that originally they had been 
offered a place in Hackney but they made very strenuous efforts 
to get near their youngest daughter, and finally found that they 
could obtain a flat from two single women who wanted to 
move out of Bethnal Green. Because they were entitled to a 
place in Hackney they have arranged for these two women to 
go into that place. Mrs. Tilbury said she had to go up to the 
housing office several times, ‘to tell them’. When I first called 
she was terrified she would be moved a long way from her 
daughter, but at the final call when they knew that the flat in 
Wimbolt Street was assured, they were both resigned to the 
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move. The husband said, ‘It’ll make a difference though, with- 
out a yard. I used to breed wire-haired terriers and chickens 
and rabbits. You know old Dr. Franks who was in the Bethnal 
Green Road before Dr. Wames? I used to keep him supplied 
with eggs.’ Explaining why he wanted to move into the flat in 
Wimbolt Street, he said, ‘Why I want to go there is if we went 
somewhere else, me and the missus would be lonely. She can 
go over to Phyllis’s and watch the television when I’m asleep’ 
(he works at night). 

vii Neither of them have any great objection to living with one of 
their married daughters if it became necessary. But they recog- 
nise that they want to preserve some independence. What they 
wish most of all is to be near one another. Mrs. T. said, ‘I 
wouldn’t mind going out into the country. If her mother 
went,’ she said, pointing at her granddaughter, ‘if she went to 
the country Fd go with her.’ 

7. Type of Dwelling 

i Terraced cottage. Refaced at the end of the war. 

ii Four rooms and a kitchen and yard. 

iii No bath. 

iv A narrow passage led to a pleasant, square kitchen with an old 
iron grate and fireplace, a large window looking out on to the 
garden, an old dresser with Victorian china on it, two arm- 
chairs, a table and a few wooden chairs. On the walls were 
hanging photographs of a nephew, and two of the husband’s 
brothers. In the front living-room, where furniture and bedding 
had already been stacked in preparation for the move, there 
was a piano with two pot Alsatian dogs on top and numerous 
photographs of the family. I was shown a box of photographs 
of most of the close relatives, including children, grand- 
children, in-laws, nieces and nephews, grand-nieces and grand- 
nephews, cousins and cousins once removed, parents and even 
grandparents. 

8a, Occupation 

Mrs. Tilbury has been a machinist for many years and her parents 
and grandparents and great-grandparents used to be silk weavers. 
Her health has been bad this year and she has been unable to do 
very much outwork. Her boss had ‘been round four times this 
month, it getting near Christmas, asking me to do some work for 
him. If I tell him I can’t do it, the doctor won’t let me. I can’t even 
do the dresses for my grandchildren.’ 

The husband is a night guard at a factory. He works 65 hours a 
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week, usually starting at 6.30 pm and finishing at 7.30 am. He has 
been in this job for nine years. Asked if he wanted to retire he said, 
‘I don’t want to stop. I want to go on for as long as I can. Confiden- 
tially, they think I’m three years younger. They usually lay them off 
when they’re 65. 1 want to stick there as long as I can. How would I 
do if I gave up? We’d be living on nothing (he recounted the cost 
of coal, gas, lighting and rent and food in comparison with the 54^. 
he’d get on retirement). I don’t want to exist, I want to live.’ He 
recounted with pride a remark that had been passed on to him that 
his boss had made. ‘ He said to this bloke, if you want to know any- 
thing, you ask Tilbury, he knows everything.’ On the first call when 
I saw the wife alone, she said, ‘ He’s saved them from fire three times. 
He used to be a meat pitcher. We’ve been used to good money. He’s 
been on sickness benefit for nine or ten weeks now (by the time I 
called the final time it had proved to be eleven or twelve weeks). He 
went to work with a broken bone in his back. I ask you. There’s not 
many men could do that. He’s been through it these last years. He’s 
got so much courage though.’ The husband said later on, ‘It would 
be murder if 1 retired. We’ve always liked having a good table. A 
chicken and plenty of meat like. When I worked up the market (until 
six years previously) we never bought meat from the butcher, I used 
to get it there. We’re used to a chicken and it’s mueh less than meat 
I can tell you, now. We couldn’t do all that if I retired. We wouldn’t 
have anything.’ He had worked for most of his life as a porter. ‘That 
was all night work too.’ 

10, Earnings normally £8 a week. Some savings but not amounting 
to more than £100. No pension or other source of income. No 
regular payments from children. 

11, Selected Expenditure Items 

Rent 16.y. Id, Coal Is, No clothing or Christmas club. Gas 6.y. 
Light Is, 6d, Insurances 2^. 

12, Health 

i Fairly active. 

ii (a) She can’t climb stairs because of heart trouble. She finds it 

difficult getting about and says she doesn’t like going on 
her own on to buses and travelling about. 

(b) Yes (pain in feet). 

(c) She had a fall the week before the first interview, when she 
slipped in her yard, cut her knee and bruised her arms and 
shoulders. 

iii Plump. 
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V Alert. 

vi {a) Last visited doctor one month ago. ‘ He tried to persuade 

me to go to hospital on account of my heart trouble. But 

we don’t want to leave here. So long as we can manage.’ 

(b) Has seen G.P. three or four times in last year. 

(c) Never (in hospital). 

{d) Never (had district nurse). 

vii Her husband has had several illnesses in recent years. He said 
that he had three lots of stitches in his stomach. His most 
recent trouble occurred in August of this year. He was twelve 
weeks off work. For six weeks he was in Bethnal Green 
Hospital. ‘I was having all my teeth taken out and after they’d 
taken one lot out I went to the dentist again and there was a 
doctor and nurse there and they said I had to have gas and I 
don’t know what happened when I had gas. I suppose I may 
have struggled. But when 1 came out I could hardly stand up. 
1 couldn’t sleep that night for the pain and the temporary 
doctor said I had acute lumbago. The next day 1 saw my own 
doctor and he said I had acute fibrositis. So I said which is it? 
And went back to work, but it seemed to get worse, and they 
told me to go along to the outpatients at Bethnal Green Hos- 
pital. The doctor there said I couldn’t come out. He said he 
didn’t know how 1 managed to stand on my feet at all. They 
said I’d broken a bone in my spine. I’d got to wear a belt, like 
a woman’s corset, to support my back. They didn’t tell me but 
I know what they thought. They thought I had some cancer 
in my spine but it turned out it was the bone. But 1 can’t say 
enough of my treatment in hospital. If I’d been paying £20 a 
week I wouldn’t have got better treatment. There’s a class of 
people that go in and are always complaining. Can’t they have 
a doctor and nurse to themselves? My doctor said to the man 
in the next bed, ‘You be like this one, it’s will-power that’s 
getting him right.’” His wife said, ‘I haven’t told him this but 
I heard all about him from others there. He was always laughing 
and cracking a joke.’ And her husband said, ‘Well, it’s no use 
lying there with a face like that.’ And he pulled a very long and 
hideous face. He had been in Bethnal Green Hospital two or 
three times since the war. ‘I’d had a perforated duodenal ulcer, 
that’s what all these stitches over the stomach arc. They told 
me it was a very serious operation before I went in, but I said, 
‘Doctor, I don’t mind what it is as long as you get me out of 
this pain.”’ He also showed me some very bad scars on his 
wrist which he got in the first war, when a bullet went through 
his wrist. 
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His wife, referring to her poor health, said, ‘What worries 
me is I can’t get about like I used to. I’m always thinking about 
that. I only wish I could do more. I get so nervous too. They 
took me to one of those shows on ice (her youngest daughter 
and family took her to see this some time back). I couldn’t 
enjoy the show because I was thinking about them moving 
stairs. My son-in-law and my daughter had to carry me over 
them.’ She also gave an instance of the help that her daughter 
gives her. Recently her daughter went to the doctor for a pre- 
scription. ‘My girl went over with some medicine for me. When 
she said she’d come about Mum and not Dad, the doctor said, 
‘It’s your Dad who’s really in trouble. It’s your Dad we want 
to get better.’” 

13. No welfare services or clubs. They are too concerned with their 
own family to want to join any club, but Mrs. Tilbury said that she 
‘can’t get about to these things’. 

14. Household and Personal Services 

i Mrs. Tilbury still does a good deal of her own shopping, cook- 
ing, cleaning and washing. ‘My daughter docs some. She’s a 
bit rough and ready like me. She wanted to stop off work. She 
said she wanted to turn her job up so that she could look after 
me. But I didn’t want to stand in her light.’ The daughter works 
as a waitress in the City from 10 till 3.30 pm. ‘She comes over 
here before she goes and cooks me a bit of dinner. My two 
granddaughters come from school and have it with me.’ 

ii Daughter and husband (odd jobs such as windows, fires, 
repairs). 

iii Husband (deals with official forms and the like) but the inform- 
ant seems to do a good deal of the negotiating because her 
husband has to sleep in the day. 

v The husband gives his wife £5 for housekeeping (which also 
covers the rent), but he also pays for the coal. 

ix If the informant is ill, her youngest daughter living a couple of 
minutes’ walk away would look after her. ‘When she comes in 
here she says, “I’m going to scrub up”, and nothing you can do 
will stop her.’ She has a very good neighbour living opposite 
who will run any errands or do anything to help, and her 
grandchildren are always fetching her errands. 

15. Services performed for others 

A couple of years ago the informant went to look after her eldest 
daughter who was ill with TB. ‘I stayed with my daughter six weeks. I 
really did knock myself up. But Grace was helping me (Grace is the 
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16-year-old granddaughter) and she said why didn’t I come back 
home for a day or two because she thought she could manage. Well, 
it went on and went on and my daughter was in a sanatorium for a 
year and ten months. I wanted her children to come over here. But 
Grace managed it all. She said she wouldn’t come because she said, 
“Daddy won’t look after himself.” She’s a proper little mother she 
is. She did everything right. I wish you could see her.’ 

Mrs. Tilbury frequently looks after her youngest daughter’s two 
children, at lunch time when her daughter is at work, and she fetches 
the youngest one from school and sometimes the eldest, around 
four o’clock. Indeed, on one visit, she came in with the youngest 
granddaughter and the older one followed later. Once a week when 
her daughter goes out with her son-in-law to the cinema she has the 
two granddaughters to stay with her. She said, ‘I like to make things 
for my grandchildren. Everything they’ve got on is what I made (and 
indeed the two granddaughters were beautifully dressed). I was 
hoping to do it for them this Christmas but I just haven’t been 
able to.’ 

The ties with the granddaughters are extremely close. ‘They save 
up their money and every time they go away they bring us back 
something. They never miss us with a Christmas box. They brought 
round what they’ve got for their Mum and Dad, an umbrella and a 
pair of braces. They said that now they were going to try and get 
ours.’ And the husband said, ‘I give ’em sixpence each every week. 
And I give ’em ten bob each at Christmas. Then they can buy what 
they want.’ 

Mrs. Tilbury looked after her aged parents. They did not die until 
after the war, at the ages of 87 and 85 respectively. 

Referring to the frequency with which the three generations have 
tea together, the informant said, ‘We often eat together. They all 
come here. We’ve had them here every Christmas. My husband gets 
a turkey and we have a real good party. I don’t know what we’ll 
do this Christmas though (because of the move). I suppose we’ll go 
round to my daughter’s.’ 

77. Friends and Neighbours 

Mrs. Tilbury pointed out that her immediate neighbours had 
already been moved out, and she said that she didn’t have very close 
relations with many of them. ‘Only one pops in for a chat. A woman 
living opposite.’ The husband, when he was alone with me, elabor- 
ated about friends and neighbours: ‘We’ve any amount of friends. 
The woman across the road comes over nearly every day and has a 
chat. My wife, she only has to go up the top of the street for an 
errand, and it may be, two hours before she’s back. They all stop her 
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and have a gossip. You can’t go round the corner without bumping 
into someone you know. And (referring to relatives) they all knock 
at the door, they all stop here. They come in and sit down and then 
they go.’ He warned me not to take too much notice of those who 
said that children neglected their parents. ‘There’s one old girl living 
alone near here, she must be 89. Her son and daughter have been 
begging of her to go with them. But she won’t. She just won’t. There’s 
a lot like that.’ 

18, Holidays^ Outings, Hobbies, Festivals, etc, 

i No holiday this year, but it is the first for many years. ‘We’ve 
got a friend at Southend who used to live next door. We used 
to go there for a fortnight every year’ (i.e. husband, wife, 
daughter, son-in-law and granddaughter). 

ii Mrs. Tilbury used to go and stay with her eldest daughter quite 
frequently, but has been unable to do so lately because of her 
health. 

iii Generally at Christmas they all have a big party with children, 
sons-in-law and granddaughters. Until recently this also in- 
cluded Mrs. Tilbury’s parents. Some of the brothers and sisters 
and nephews and nieces also came. ‘We always cling together. 
This will be the only year we’ve not had them here.’ 

iv Mrs. Tilbury used to go quite a lot with her daughter to the 
cinema, but she hasn’t gone now because of her health for over 
four months. Her husband has not been to a cinema for years. 
‘ We listen to the radio a lot. Children learn a lot from them. We 
listen to the programmes for schools. I can tell you, you learn 
a lot.’ As said earlier Mrs. Tilbury looks after the two grand- 
children when the daughter and her husband go to the pictures. 

viii C. of E. They said they weren’t churchgoers. ‘I reckon you can 
be just as good jf you don’t go to church. I’m not against 
religion, but I’ve seen something.’ (He implied that what he 
had seen of churches and ministers of religion had not appealed 
to him.) 

19. Family Life 

This couple provide a classic example of the old living within a 
three-generation family setting. Mrs. Tilbury showed me two photo- 
graphs of her youngest daughter’s two daughters, in stage garb with 
top hats and carrying canes. ‘They’re both stagey. They’ve been 
doing step dancing all over the place for charity. They’ve been up the 
Chase Settlement step glancing and all that sort of thing. They earned 
over £200 for the Cancer Campaign. We’re very proud of them. I 
remember in Ramsgate (when the whole family, was down there three 
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or four years ago) the youngest one, Jane, was a proper little lady, 
holding music for a professor. Right in front of a very big audience. 
I love my grandchildren. They never pass the door. They’re perhaps 
going for a box of Aspros for their Mum and they stop at the door 
and knock and when I open it I say, “What have you come for?” 
And they say they just want to come in and see me. They call me 
Nan.’ When the daughter and two granddaughters were there during 
the last interview at the house they each gave the grandmother and 
grandfather a very affectionate hug and for some time during the 
interview the six-year-old granddaughter sat on her Grannie’s knee. 
Mrs. Tilbury said her youngest granddaughter, Jane, aged six, had 
been asked at school to write down three big wishes. ‘The first wish 
was for her sister to keep on with her school, the second was she 
wanted her Mum to live for ever, and the third was for her Nan, 
that’s me, to get her legs better.’ The youngest daughter, Phyllis, 
who lives just round the corner, is seen at least two or three times 
every day, and as said earlier, she comes in and gives her mother a 
great deal of help with the cleaning, cooking a meal and so on. The 
eldest daughter comes down with her family every Sunday now. 
Referring to Grace, the eldest granddaughter aged 16, who was a 
“little mother” when her mother was in the TB sanatorium for 
nearly two years and looked after her father and sister, she said, 
‘ Grace was going to stay on at school. The teacher said to us, “ Don’t 
let her go in a factory. She’s not that sort of girl. Let her go in an 
office.” But she had to stay at home to look after her Dad and sister. 
Now that her mother’s home again 1 expect they’ll try and find her a 
job.’ It should be noted that Mrs. Tilbury originally had seven child- 
ren, two were still-born, two died of whooping cough in their 
second years and a third died of convulsions after two or three 
months. 

‘My mother and father lived with us for 25 years. They were in 
their late eighties when they died at the end of the war. They was 
weavers like my grandfather and my grandfather’s father. I’ve still 
got an old aunt living in Wanstead. Aunt Jane. She’s 87. I used to 
go down to her and do her curtains and clean out her place. I liked 
to know she was all right. But I can’t do it now. A couple of months 
ago I went down with my granddaughter (Jane). Henry (the aunt’s 
husband) shook and cried. It frightened my granddaughter. He 
said he thought they were all alone in the world. He thought we 
didn’t want them, me not going. It did me no good.’ As indicated 
on the kinship diagram, Mrs. Tilbury still has close relations with a 
sister, a brother-in-law, a cousin, a cousin once removed and several 
nephews and nieces and grandnephews. 

Referring to the fact that her youngest daughter married at the 
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age of 18, the informant said, ‘She was only a kid, but what with all 
them Americans about in the war, we thought it was the best thing. 
She’d only been going with him a month. Out round our bungalow, 
I came across all sorts of hearts with daggers, and I knew it was get- 
ting serious. He came and said he wanted to get married to her, so 
I said, “Oh well, I don’t know what we’re going to think about this, 
but you’d better go and ask her father.’’ He was in the garden, so 
he went out there. But it being the war we thought it was all right. 
My eldest daughter didn’t get married till she was 25. It was round 
the time when Dad was ill. She nearly didn’t marry him at all. One 
day she said to me she was thinking of giving him up. She said it 
was hardly fair for her to get married when Dad was ill. I told her 
not to be silly. I didn’t want to stand in her light and nor did Dad.’ 

20, Changes in Family Life 

About former times, Mr. Tilbury said, ‘It was a hard time when I 
was young, we’re happier now. We’re more comfortable. We’re 
happier together and more united. You’ve only got to look at these 
children. They’re dressed up spick and span when they go to school. 
When they used to go to school there was hardly any of them with 
shoes on; you give me these people who say, “What about the good 
old days?” They were the bad old days. I don’t want to see those 
days again. That’s the truth. You never see children with a ha’porth 
of chips outside the pub these days. Families are more united than 
they were. You’ve only got to look at the babies in their prams. 
They’re a picture. They used to put them in the bottom of an old 
chest of drawers. Or in the bottom of an old banana box. Things are 
a lot different now. And you don’t see the rowing and fights like you 
used to.’ And his wife interrupted, saying, ‘When we lived in Haver- 
field Road when we were first married, a woman stuck a head out of 
the window and looked down at me, I was outside my house, and 
she said, “The Queen’s dead. Can’t you see I’m in mourning?” she 
said, pointing at her eye. It was all swollen and black. Every Satur- 
day night you used to see a bundle with somebody or other.’ She 
looked at her husband and added, ‘Me and him used to have a 
bundle. But we’ve got used to ourselves now.’ The husband said 
that ‘Husbands and wives get along better now. Her husband,’ he 
said, looking at his daughter, ‘wouldn’t think twice of doing the 
washing.’ And Myra, the eleven-year-old granddaughter, said, 
‘Daddy does Mummy’s hoovering sometimes too.’ Her grandmother 
reproved her, saying, ‘You shouldn’t tell tales out of school.’ 

‘We’ve been happy all our life. The only bad patches were when 
we lost our children. I lost a boy, he was only two months, with 
convulsions.’ She looked at her husband and said, ‘Losing our 
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children and your illnesses were the worst times.’ Apparently when 
she was machining earlier in her life, they used to have a shop win- 
dow in the front of the house. ‘I used to have the place as a shop 
window. I used to put all the dresses and pinafores in there and we 
always used to have people coming in and out.’ The husband referred 
to the advertising stunts that used to go on when a new shop opened 
in the district. ‘The brakes used to go round with a band in them, 
they were all playing from there. They’d throw out hand-bills to the 
people. It’d be for some shop that’s opening as a butcher’s. Or an- 
other that was opening as a grocer’s. You don’t see any of that these 
days.’ And later he said, ‘The shops used to stay open sometimes till 
midnight. And you used to see the people going into the shops when 
the pubs closed. Christmas night they’d be open till one and two in 
the morning.’ Again he said, ‘But I don’t want them days back again. 
They say the good old days. They was the bad old days. I don’t want 
to see them days again.’ Mrs. Tilbury, talking about the weaving 
that had been done by her father, grandfather and great-grandfather, 
said, ‘We kids used to make a bed up under the loom. And the men 
used to work upstairs. But when the missus went in they’d take off 
their aprons and throw them over their work. They wouldn’t tolerate 
the missus looking at them working. They threw the apron over it.’ 
Talking about her family she said, ‘I was the roughest one in the 
family, of all my sisters. All my sisters was respectable. They was 
people you could take anywhere. They didn’t have a lot but they 
always kept themselves nice. My eldest daughter’s like that but my 
youngest’s like me. She’s rough and ready.’ She referred again to the 
spotless way in which her granddaughters were turned out. ‘The 
kiddies today all look better. They’re all dressed nice. We never had 
underclothes or shoes. We was lucky if we had a l^cl, pair of socks. 
The boots only cost 2s. but we didn’t always have them.’ And the 
husband said, ‘It wasn’t till I was nearly 30 that I was even able to 
have a suit, and that only cost five and twenty bob with two pairs of 
trousers. And an overcoat only cost £1.’ Twice Mrs. Tilbury referred 
to ‘my Dad’s photo, taken when he was weaving, when the Prince 
of Wales visited the borough.’ 

Mr. Tilbury told several stories about the days when he returned 
from the Western Front in the 1914-1918 wan He told of going 
about in blues in Manchester when shopkeepers used to give him a 
basket of fruit or a couple of haddocks for nothing. ‘When we got 
to the station, there was a whole train load of us and we was all lousy 
I can tell you. I was caked in blood. And the other side of the barriers 
the nurses were there with trays giving you this and that. You didn’t 
know what to take first. They’d be throwing you bags of fruit and 
biscuits and sweets and everything. There is some good people in the 
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world. We had none of this military nonsense. If you was a sergeant 
or a corporal or a private you was all mixed up.’ Mrs. Tilbury said, 
‘You didn’t need to go in the Army. He was in the meat trade and 
Sonny (her husband said, ‘Everyone called me Sonny because they 
called my father Sonny and that name stuck’) could have stayed at 
home. But Mr. Clever went.’ And Mr. Tilbury said, ‘Well, I wouldn’t 
like to have said after the war that I wasn’t in it.’ 

2L Loneliness 

‘No, we’ve always got plenty of people seeing us. We’ve always 
got our family. We’ve always been clinging together. I think families 
are more together than they used to be. Mind you, I don’t say that’s 
everyone. I don’t class them what goes to pubs. We cling together.’ 

Interview after Move into Council Flat in December 

When I called the day before Christmas Eve, Mrs. Tilbury and her 
daughter Phyllis were supervising a coalman carrying bags of coal 
into the downstairs flat into which Mr. and Mrs. Tilbury had moved 
a few days previously. ‘Mum’s been burning bits of wood, any old 
thing — it’s been dreadful,’ Phyllis told me. The new flat lacked all 
the character of the former cottage, but its amenities were un- 
doubtedly better. An all-night inset fire was in the living-room, there 
was a bathroom, a good kitchen sink and spacious cupboards. The 
walls had been newly covered with flowered wallpaper and a new 
piece of ‘oil-cloth’ was on the living-room floor. Mrs. Tilbury said, 
referring to her husband, ‘I don’t know where Dad found the money, 
but he found it. , . bought this sideboard off the people who were 
here before — it’s very nice. It’s one of these antiques. I thought I 
wasn’t going to like the place before, I thought 1 was going to feel 
shut in, but I shall get used to it. I shall settle down.’ She was worried 
about the fire. ‘I’m not used to it’, and although there was a hearth 
and a fender had bought a fireguard. Mrs. Tilbury showed me two 
taffeta dresses she was making for her two granddaughters. ‘I must 
get on with them tonight. I must finish them for Christmas.’ Phyllis 
told me she had bought a signet ring and a handbag for her 1 1 -year- 
old daughter, ‘I’ve put some lipstick inside but I shall tell her not to 
use it yet.’ She laughed and seemed to view with pleasure her 
daughter’s approach to womanhood. 

Further Interview with Mr. and Mrs. Tilbury on June 13, 1955, 
330 pm. 7^ hours 

Bethnal Green 

Asked why they did not wish to move out of Bethnal Green, and 
why they liked the borough, Mr. Tilbury sai4, ‘You know every- 
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body. It wouldn’t be the same atmosphere anywhere else. There’s no 
snobbish with the people. Everyone in Bethnal Green seems to 
have money. Yes, an insurance man was telling me that in Bethnal 
Green he never has to go twice for the money. You never see them 
on the floor these days. There’s never the borrowing like there was.’ 
His wife commented, ‘You’d never go long if you were on the floor, 
though the people are rough. I remember. Sonny,’ she said, looking 
at her husband, ‘when the fellow down the turning came up to you 
and said he’d heard you’d been away for a few weeks.’ ‘Yes,’ said 
the husband, ‘ he put his hand in his pocket and gave me a pound. 
“Ta-ta,” he said, “I’ll see you soon.”’ ‘Rough as they arc,’ said Mrs. 
Tilbury, ‘they’re as good as gold. I’ve seen some of them that he’s 
brought home to my place. I’ve said get them out of my place as 
quick as you can, they looked that rough. But they’re as good as 
gold.’ 

When I asked why it was that her son-in-law seemed to want to 
move out of Bethnal Green, Mrs. Tilbury explained, ‘Sons-in-law 
don’t go mad on the mothers and fathers-in-law. He’s got a nice job 
in Fords in Dagenham but my daughter doesn’t want to leave Beth- 
nal Green. I think it might make a difference in their lives.’ The 
couple then thought it necessary to emphasise the quality of their 
daughter’s husband and said that he only ‘drinks once a month’ 
(that is, only once a month with Mr. Tilbury). Talking generally 
about problems of setting up home upon marriage, Mrs. Tilbury 
said, ‘He’d like to go in for buying a house. A lot of young ’uns 
live with parents these days. Phyllis (her daughter) set up home here 
after the war. The capers we had to get the place. She put her cot 
and Myra’s bed and all her stuff in one room in our place and even 
then they didn’t think we were overcrowded. Course, she wasn’t 
really living there.’ She made one quite interesting remark about her 
son-in-law and his wish to move further out. ‘I really think he wanted 
to go to East Ham where all his relatives are. I think he wanted to 
be near all his old aunts so that he could go and see them.’ 

Neighbours 

The couple moved into this new flat some six months ago and the 
husband said, ‘I still don’t know the neighbours.’ And his wife said 
that they were very good. ‘They say good morning or good evening. 
I miss a lot of the old neighbours but I knew some of them round 
here from my girl living here. There’s an old girl aged 80 just here 
who’s all shrivelled up with cancer. She cries sometimes and when I 
hear that woman cry I want to go and knock. She lives with her 
daughter. But I don’t know whether I should.’ Later, on ‘good’ 
neighbours, she sai4, ‘I don’t like nosy people. .There’s one woman 
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upstairs who keeps talking about sweeping the dust down. I say 
they’re upstairs and I’m down. You should keep yourself to yourself 
Yes, they’d only come in when there was trouble.’ In a jocular remark 
about chatting to people in the street and the number of friends they 
could talk to, Mrs. Tilbury said, ‘My girl says she won’t come up 
the road — there’s too much jawing and it would be a couple of hours 
before she would be back.’ And when her husband interjected that 
he wouldn’t come up the road with her, she remarked, ‘Yes, he’s 
frightened it would cost him too much.’ 

Families in Occupations 

A few comments were made on the tradition of handing jobs down 
from father to son, in the docks particularly. Mr. Tilbury said that 
when he first worked in the meat market it was very common to get 
a job for a nephew or a son or anything like that and Mrs. Tilbury 
remarked that when the foremen in the docks were choosing men for 
the day’s work it was usually the relatives and those in the gang who 
were selected. 

Housekeeping 

Mrs. Tilbury, ‘I remember when I first got married 1 got a pound 
a week wages. He used to have more than [ did for beer money (her 
husband protested at this). Yes, he did, and I’m not afraid at saying 
this. 1 paid 6.y. 6^/, rent out of that and put away 2s. 6(1. every week 
in a yearly club and drew it out Christmas. That shows you how far 
the money went in those days.’ Mr. Tilbury was rather scornful of 
money clubs. He sa4d that ‘If you draw a loan out of those clubs 
you’re paying interest on your own money.’ Mrs. Tilbury said, ‘Even 
with £5 or £6 a week these days you are singing “do not forget me” 
on Tuesday.’ 

Grandmothers and Grandchildren 

Mrs. Tilbury, ‘I look after them all their holidays. I go up and sit 
with them. I worry my life about those kids. They’re so venturesome. 
But that’s what I’d like to see. (She returned to a cornment she had 
made at a previous interview.) I’d like to see them giving up their 
dancing now that Myra’s got to a Grammar School.’ Saying that 
nearly all the households in the blocks of flats possessed television 
sets, she remarked that her granddaughter ‘said to her father, you 
ought to be ashamed, Dad, not having a tellie. Yes she did.’ 

Housework 

There seemed to be a slight element of conflict in her views about 
her daughter being ‘houseproud’. She had said before how spotless 
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her daughter’s home always was and how a person could call at any 
time of day and find it in perfect order. ‘The best part of young ’uns 
these days want a good time all the time, but my daughter on a 
Saturday night will start doing her washing. I think sometimes it’s 
too much. I’ve said to her, you’ll drive him out.’ Both Mr. and Mrs. 
Tilbury agreed that ‘Young husbands definitely do more in the 
homes these days. My son-in-law cleans the windows and does tlie 
paint-work. A lot of the men do that.’ 

Funerals 

Mr. Tilbury supplied most of the following information. ‘Some 
of the relatives wouldn’t follow. They’d go down to the grounds by 
bus. The father would organise it if the mother died but if both the 
parents were dead it would be the eldest son or daughter. They’d 
get round the others and work it all out. When they followed the 
eldest son would go first, supposing he was 20, and then the next one, 
supposing he was 18, and then one 16 and so on by age like that. So 
the next followed on. The children might be in the first coach and 
the brothers and sisters in the second. No, the nephews and nieces 
wouldn’t go. Yes, relations were always asked to follow. That would 
sometimes cause an argument. He didn’t ask me to follow. She didn’t 
ask me. Sometimes they’d come straight out of the cemetery and go for 
a drink and then they’d get on the booze and finish up singing or 
fighting. There’d be arguments over the insurance money. It used to 
be the eldest who took the possessions, but now it’s all changed and 
it’s shared. When my mother died the insurance people paid for the 
funeral and then we all had to go up to Marc Street to get £2 1 85. 
It was all agreed that £2 18.y. would go to my widowed sister. What 
money we had, like £5, we put together and bought a stone for them 
— it cost £22. Yes, you do that out of respect.’ Mrs. Tilbury inter- 
jected, ‘What makes me wild is that they never keep it up’ (looking 
after the grave). Mr. Tilbury continued, ‘Sometimes they’d have a 
handkerchief round the head in the old days. That would be to keep 
the jaw from slipping. And then there was money over the eyes. 
Yes, they’d be washed first till the undertakers come. All the relatives 
would come and maybe they wouldn’t be buried for five or six days, 
but if they turn the undertakers would come and screw them down. 
They don’t go into black like they used to for the dead. The widows 
used to wear their weeds. I think it’s a good thing you don’t see that 
these days. If it was a young widow everyone would say something 
fresh to them. The war widows used to have rosettes in their hats — 
black with white in the centre. There’d be three or four months’ full 
mourning and the young children would wear white frocks with a 
black sash or bow for a couple of months. But you don’t see any of 
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that now.’ Asked whether neighbours had a collection for a wreath, 
Mrs. Tilbury said that that still happened. ‘It is usually a woman 
who collects. Any woman with a good front who could get it out 
of people.’ And asked about widows marrying soon after the death 
of a husband, Mr. Tilbury said, ‘Some of them had them in line 
before the old man was cold.’ Mrs. Tilbury observed that years ago 
a widow had nothing to fall back upon, such as a pension, and so 
was obliged either to go out to work or to find a husband quickly. 
‘Years ago a widow got nothing when her husband died, so if some- 
one had a bit of money they were in.’ 
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EXAMPLES OF DIARIES KEPT BY 
OLD PEOPLE 


THE FOLLOWING four diaries (two of them shortened) were 
selected from twelve that give some illustration of the patterns of 
daily life of old people in Bethnal Green. With a few minor altera- 
tions to conceal identity and correct spelling and punctuation they 
are printed as written. Among a few simple instructions people were 
asked to note the time of day when getting up, having breakfast, 
calling on relatives and friends, etc., and to note in particular whom 
they met and what they did together. Altogether 20 people, selected 
to represent as fair a cross-section as possible of those interviewed, 
were approached. A few refused because they were unable to write 
and a few because they did not want to do it. Twelve kept a dairy 
for a whole week. 


Week’s Diary No. 1 
March 21-27, 1955 

Mrs. Tucker, 16 Bantam Street, aged 60, living with infirm 
husband in terraced cottage 

Monday 

7.45 am I got up, went down and put my kettle on the gas— halfway 
—then I raked my fire out and laid it, swept my ashes up and then 
cleaned my hearth. Then I set light to my fire, then sat down for a 
while, then I made tea and me and Dad had a cup. 

9.20 am I went out for the Daily Mirror and fags for Dad. About 
eight people said ‘Good morning* with a nice smile, then I replied 
back. Then I went home and prepared oats and bread, butter and 
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tea and me and Dad sat for breakfast. When we finished I cleared 
away and swept and mopped my kitchen out. 

11.15 am I started to get dinner on, then Mrs. Rice, a neighbour, 
asked me to get her coals in, and she will take my bag-wash, also 
get my dog’s meat. We had a nice chat about Mother’s Day. I 
showed her my flowers and card which Alice sent. It was very 
touching, a box of chocs from John, stockings and card from Rose, 
card and 5s. from Bill, as I know they all think dearly of me. 

1.0 pm My daughter Alice came with baby. We had dinner 
together. 

2.0 pm My daughter Rose and husband came. I made them a cup 
of tea and cake. 

3.15 pm Dad and I sat to listen to radio. 

5.0 pm We both had tea, bread and cheese Dad, bread and jam 
myself. When finished I cleared away again. 

7.0 pm My son John and his wife called to see if we were all right 
before they went home from work. 

8.0 pm I did a little mending. 

10 pm We went to bed. 

Tuesday 

8.0 am I put kettle on. While waiting for it to boil I lit my fire, 
swept up, cleaned my hearth, then made my tea and sat for a 
while. 

9.0 am I went for the Mirror. I had a chat with Mrs. Hoover. She 
told me about her husband being queer, I felt very sorry for her, 
although I have my own bad. Then I got my potatoes and went 
home, had breakfast, plate of oats for Dad and me. 

10.10 am I cleared my kitchen up and went out for stewing meat 
around the corner at Stans, only 1^. 6d. Came back and put it on. 

11.30 am I went arpund to see my little granddaughter Carol in 
Tudworth St. A lady asked me how I was. She told me when her 
boy was three she used to miss the food off the table such as spam 
or pies, she spoke to him about it, he was feeding his pussy, he 
said. She gave him a bit to give his pussy and, as he called it, a rat 
came out of a hole and we had a good laugh. Then I came home 
with my granddaughter. I am happy when she is here and so is 
Dad. 

1.0 pm We had dinner, then I read the paper. 

4.30 pm My daughter came. We had tea together, then she took 
baby home. 

5.30 pm Listened to wireless. 

7.0 pm My son and wife called in. Stayed till 8, then went home. 

9.0 pm We went to bed. 
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Wednesday 

7.45 am We were up as I had to go to Doctor’s with Dad. We just 
had a cup of tea and oflf we went at 9. Then we came home to 
Quaker Oats and bread and butter — that was 10 o’clock. I lit my 
fire, then cleared my kitchen up. 

11.0 am I went to the chemist first, then got my potatoes and a 
little piece of meat. I made a lot of it, I put it through the mincer 
with other little things and made a nice pie. 

1.0 pm We had dinner and cup of tea and my daughter stayed with 
baby Carol. Nobody came after 6 o’clock, except my son John 
came with his wife to say good night before they went home from 
work. 

9.0 pm We went to bed: I didn’t feel so well with my back. 

Thursday 

7.0 am I got up a bit early as it was early closing and I can’t rush 
about and I can’t always expect the children to be right on spot 
every time, so while God above gives me a little health and strength 
I must use it. 

10.0 am I went for my shopping which didn’t last long as I don’t 
get my money till Friday and Saturday, so we make the best of it. 

12.30 pm Wc had dinner, then had a rest. My daughter came with 
baby then. 

2.30 pm I fed my dog and cats, then a neighbour asked me to have 
her key and see her coals in, as she was visiting a sick friend. 

5.0 pm My grandson came to see me. He loves to have tea with me. 
He went home at 8 o’clock. 

9.30 pm We went to bed. 

Friday 

7.30 am I got up, lit my fire, had a cup of tea and then washed my 
woollens out, and then I started to do my bedroom, that lasted 
up till 11.15, then I got ready and went to the post office with Dad. 
I got a few errands on the way and some fish and chips for dinner, 
then I fed my birds, cat, dog, had a rest, then went out. (Two 
married daughters and thi ee grandchildren came and had a midday 
meal.) 

3.30 pm We went and sat in the park, had a little stroll, then home 
to tea. 

5.0 pm We had egg, bread and butter for tea. 

6.30 pm John and wife came as they always do, then I washed up 
and cleared up my kitchen. Listened to wireless all night, in be- 
tween I did a bit of ironing. 

10.30 pm We went to bed. 


251 



APPENDIX 3 


Saturday 

7.0 am I got up, fed my birds, gave the dog a cup of tea, then had 
a cup myself, I then got water for cleaning. My back and legs 
don’t keep good, so I have to mop out with Dettol. 

9.30 am I went with Dad to the post office and got a few things on 
the way. 

1 1.30 am I went out to get meat for Sunday and potatoes. On my 
way back I met my brother, I hadn’t seen him for two years. I 
went and had a drink with him, he was ever so pleased to see me. 
I hurried back because I left my three grandchildren indoors. I 
have them on Saturday while my daughter Rose is on the stall 
with her husband in Bethnal Green Road, but I am pleased to 
have them. I sent them to the pic shop. I made them hot cups of 
tea when they came back. 

4.30 pm We all went for a stroll to Woolworths (in Hackney) and 
looked at stalls and shops. 

6.30 pm Their mother took them home. 

9.30 pm Dad and I had a walk. Had one drink, then home for the 
wireless, then to bed. 

Sunday 

9.0 am Up and had breakfast, egg, bread and butter, fed my birds, 
dog, cats, then I ground all the hard bread I collected from my 
daughters through the mincer for the little birds outside. 1 bagged 
it up and that lasted all the week putting a bit out every morning. 

10.30 am I got my dinner all on, then cleared up. 

1.30 pm Dinner hnd then a rest. 

6.0 pm Tea. My son (George — eldest) came with his wife and baby. 
Brought a box of chocolates. They stayed till 10 o’clock. (Also 
Alice, Rose and John.) 

10.30 pm Went to bed, as we missed the papers very much. 

Week’s Diary No. 2 
March 21-27, 1955 

Mr. William James, aged 73, widower, lives alone in two-room 
flat on first floor in Gretland Street. Formerly a market porter. 

Monday 

7.45 am Got up, made a cup of tea. 

8.0 am Started to clear the place up. Cleared the fireplace out. I 
had the sweep coming between 9.30 and 10 and they are very strict 
on time. And at 9 had some bread and marmalade for quickness 
and he came at ?.45. He stayed about 20 minutes — another 5s. 
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gone. Well, I had to sweep up and clear the place up and got out 
at 11.15. 

11.15 am Went to the paper shop, got my News Chronicle and my 
rations of 20 Woodbines and went to my daughter’s place in Thirsic 
Street at 11.45. Sat down for a while and had a smoke. 

12.15 pm Washed her breakfast things up, swept the kitchen up 
and then had another sit down talking to Mr. Bird (budgie). Then 
found some cold meat, so I boiled some potatoes and had some 
dinner with a nice cup of tea. 

1.30 pm Sat down and read the paper and listened to the wireless 
and of course dozed off till 3.0 pm. Got up, washed up and got 
ready for the girl to come home at 4.20, made a cup of tea, then 
the grandchildren came home at 4.40 and you know what they are 
for talking and at 5.30 1 went home, buying the paper as I go along. 
Got home 5.50. 

5.50 pm First thing light the fire, then lay the table, make the tea, 
boil an egg and finish up with marmalade. Then sat down and 
read the paper. Then got up, washed up, had a wash, sat down 
till 9. Then went to the club and had a chat and a game of cards 
till 1 1, then home and so to bed 11.30. 

Tuesday 

8.0 am Got up, made a cup of tea. After that cleared the stove out, 
chopped some wood and laid the fire for tonight, swept the room 
and dusted the place up and also did my bedroom. Made the bed 
and finished that job. 

9.30 am Had some breakfast. I boiled an egg and some toast, also 
a slice of marmalade, and ate a lot of marmalade because I think 
it is good for the bowels. After breakfast had a smoke for a while, 
then washed up and put the things away, then went out. 

1 1.0 am Got my paper, went to the baker’s and got one small loaf. 
Met a couple of my friends and had a chin-wag and got round to 
the girl’s place at 1 1 .45. Had a look to see if there were any potatoes 
— none, so I went to the butcher on the corner, bought one small 
lamb chop and 4 lbs. of potatoes and went home loaded. Cooked 
my dinner and sat down and had a smoke and read the paper till 2. 
Then washed up and went to my daughter-in-law in Flower Street. 
My eldest grandchild was there, he is a lovely boy, he likes to 
hear me sing, he keeps on saying ‘more’. Well, I got a nice cup 
of tea, then went home at 4.0, put the things on the table ready 
for the girl and her two nippers for their tea, for I tell you they 
come home hungry, they are good eaters. And after their tea a lot 
of talking and larking about. I went home at 5.30, buying my paper 
as I go home. Lit the fire, turned on the wireless, had my tea of 
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bread and jam, sat down and read the paper till my son Arthur 
came. He comes every Tuesday. We talked till 8.0, then washed up 
and had a wash and went to the club at 9.0. Met my old chinas, 
and a game of cards with a couple of glasses of beer and home at 
11.0. A couple of biscuits and into bed at 11.40. 

Friday 

8.0 am Got up as usual. Put the kettle on for a cup of tea, after 
that cleared the grate out, chopped the wood and laid the lire 
ready for the evening. Swept the kitchen out and my bedroom, 
then put the duster all round. Then got my breakfast. 

9.50 am For breakfast I had a fried egg and one tomato. I am not a 
great lover of tomatoes but still they go down all right. After 
that washed up, had a wash myself and out we go. Went to the 
paper shop, got my cigs and paper, went over to the fish shop, 
bought a plaice for 1/6 and also a bloater for my tea. Crossing over 
the road saw one of my friends. Had a chat for a while and then 
round to Thirsk St. and I bought a small loaf as I came along, the 
time nearly 12.0. Then washed her things up, made the fire, put 
some potatoes on, washed my fish, put it in the oven, mashed my 
potatoes and you have a nice dinner. That over sat down, and a 
read and a smoke at 2.0. Got up at 3.0 and had a clean up, then 
went to the door for a while waiting for the girl to come along 
and when I saw her coming along get inside and put the tools on 
the table for a cup of tea, that is near enough 4.30. 10 minutes 
later in come the two hungry merchants and then we got more 
school for tea and at 5.30 I went home. No papers— oh dear! 
That’s done it. Well, go indoors, light the fire, lay the table and 
have my tea which was a bloater and very nice too ! Put the wireless 
on for the news, and you don’t get much out of that. Then sat 
down till 8.0 with a nice Woodbine. Then washed up and cleared 
the deck. Had a wash and shave and at 9.0 round to the club. 
Then we had a good chat — what cards! Oh yes, a nice game of 
cribbage, and our usual couple of drinks and when the bell rings 
that’s your lot. Homeward bound and had a couple of biscuits 
and so to bed 11.40. 

Saturday 

8.0 am Got up, made a cup of tea, put a kettle of water on and 
scrubbed the stairs down at 9.0. Went out and did some shopping. 
I bought one long cut loaf %d,y bacon 1/8, 4 eggs 1/2 — 3/6 the 
lot, and i marge 9d, Went home and had a rasher and one egg 
for breakfast. After that washed up, swept the place out, then I 
went to the paper shop and got Woodbines but no papers. Well, 
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my friend comes every Saturday morning at about 11.30 and we 
sat down and had a chat about anything, you might say the 
weather and the strike, ^ which I think was very unjust as there was 
such a lot of sport. At 12.30 we went out to the P.H. and had a 
couple of drinks. I left him at 2.0. On the way home I bought one 
small chop and one kidney for dinner which was O.K. Put the 
wireless on and heard the boat race — some race ! Well, sat down 
for a while and a smoke, then boiled a kettle of water, washed up 
everything, made my bed, then waited for football, that lasted till 
4.45. Then went and paid Oxford House loan club which is a 
Xmas club for my son and daughter. Went to the paper shop and 
had a talk with the gov’nor. Got back in time for the football 
results and at 6.0 had some tea. I don’t go to the daughter’s house 
on Saturday or Sunday but will tell you tomorrow where we go. 
That will be Sunday. Well, after tea put the wireless on to the 
Home Service, washed up, put the things away and listened to the 
wireless till 9.0. Then went to the club. No cards Saturday and 
Sunday. Piano playing and anybody who can sing a song, but it 
makes a nice evening till 1 1.0 and then home and finished with the 
wireless at 12.0, then bed. 

Sunday 

8.30 am Got up, made a cup of tea, sat down for a few minutes, 
then started to work on the grate. Cleaned it out, chopped the 
wood up and made the fire. Went out and bought one small bottle 
of O.K. sauce, 1/-. Spoke to Mr. Gold for a while, then went home 
and started on the breakfast. I cooked egg and bacon and I think 
it makes a nice Sunday morning’s meal. Well, after filling my 
tummy I went to work, washed up and swept up and cleared the 
place in general. All that done have a wash and change and get 
round to my eldest boy. Flower St. I go there to dinner every 
Sunday 1.30. I stopped there talking and chinwagging, then the 
woman next door came in: she and her husband had been down 
the Row and Petticoat Lane, and showed us what they bought, 
ash trays and small things like that and my word she can’t half 
jaw. Then Betty the grandchild made a cup of tea, had that with 
a jam tart. Well, at 4.30 I said, ‘Annie, I’m going to slip off the 
side’, and when I was going she gave me two bananas and two 
long rolls for my tea, very nice too. I just had a slow walk home, 
got home at 10 past 5. On goes the wireless and tea at 6.0. Finished 
tea, sit down till 7.30, then washed up, cleared the deck and out 
at 8.30 to the club, because being Sunday they close earlier. I get 

1 A printing strike, when no newspapers were published. 
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home about 10.40, turned on the wireless with a few biscuits till 
about 11.45, then to bed. 

Week’s Diary No. 3 
March 21-27, 1955 

Mr. Tulier, 71, widower, lives alone in one room, on the first 
floor of 34 Allenbury Street. Formerly a railway gateman 

Monday 

7.45 am Got up. Put the kettle on the gas stove. Lovely spring 
morning, sun shining. Just a little cold. 

8.20 am Had breakfast. Nice plate of Quaker Oats first and then 
a mug of tea and toast. Had a look at the local paper to see if 
there was a light job, nothing doing, so I sat reading the other part 
of the paper for a time. Breakfast over, I had a wash and clear up. 

9.45 am I got out up Brick Lane to Pearly’s the hosier to get a 
couple of pair of pants the N.A.B. have been good enough to pay 
for. Had a long chat with the son about different things in life. 
Brought in a loaf of bread and quarter of corned beef, a packet of 
tea and packet of salt — that little bit cost 3/4. Got home about 
11.30. 

11.45 am The chap across the road came in to shift the mangle 
belonging to the old girl downstairs, to bring it up from the base- 
ment into her room. 

12 noon I went to my daughter’s over Hoxton as she had her 
youngest child taken to hospital on Saturday. Very ill, some kind 
of gastric. She said she had phoned up and she was comfortable. 
My daughter and her husband went to see her yesterday but they 
would not let tljem in the ward as the child might fret, and they 
agreed. When I say my daughter, really she is my adopted daugh- 
ter. Perhaps I can tell you something about her later on, anyway 
I got home again by 2 o’clock. Had my dinner, some corned beef 
and veg. I had left from Sunday. After dinner I made the bed and 
cleared up. Laid the fire, had a wash and went out again. 

4.0 pm Went back to my adopted daughter’s and who should be 
there but Julie Court, her eldest sister. Very pleased to see one 
another and talked of years ago. They had a business in Kingsland 
Rd. at one time, but owing to bad health they had to sell out and 
of course they are not doing much now. Her husband has a light 
job. One son Joe is married and the youngest is in the Army. Got 
home again 6.30. 

6.45 pm Lit the fire, made some tea, had a boiled egg and a couple 
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of slices of bread and butter. Read the Evening News, washed up, 
made the fire up and sat and put a couple of buttons on my shirt 
and then 1 read my book about Churchill, or some of it. 

10.0 pm Made a cup of coffee and into bed about 10.30 pm. 

Tuesday 

8.15 am Got up. Don’t feel the thing. Change in the weather I 
suppose. Anyway, put the kettle on the gas and lit the fire. It seems 
a very miserable morning. 

8.45 am Breakfast (tea and toast). Don’t fancy any Quaker Oats 
this morning. Read the Daily Express and then swept up and 
washed up the breakfast things. 

9.45 am The decorator came to have a look at the place. He said 
the L.C.C. were going to do it up next week. Then I got my wash- 
ing together. Then sawed up some wood which I got from a build- 
ing site and chopped it up. Saved a few coppers instead of buying 
it. 

11.45 am Took my washing over to my adopted daughter's. She 
puts it in the bag with hers. But the sheets and pillowcases go 
best wash only, so she takes them to her laundry for me. On my 
way home T take in a bit of boiled bacon and a couple of eggs, 
and ajar of marmalade that cost 2/9. The bacon and eggs I have 
for my dinner. Got home 12.30. 

2.25 pm Went out to the Old People's Club at Penrith House. Met 
some old people going in, so I asked them what I had to do and 
who to see. So one old chap who said his name was Charlie Howel 
took me in hand and put me right, and a very nice old chap he was. 
Certainly made me feel at home. Next 1 saw the lady, who would 
be the secretary. All the formalities gone through I became a 
member. 1 saw Mr. Howel again and he introduced me to some 
more of the old folk. I think this old chap is in charge of the games, 
anyway shortly after he came round with a snack which consisted 
of a sandwich, a couple of biscuits and a cup of tea and only 
charged us threepence. Very nice. Altogether a very convivial 
afternoon. Got home just after 5 pm. 

5.30 pm Had to light the fire again because it went out. So while the 
fire was burning up I popped across to Dr. Hales as I had not felt 
any too well all day. Got back quarter past six, made some tea 
and had some bread and marmalade for my tea. Read the Daily 
Express while having my tea. 

7.30 pm Washed up dinner and tea things. Made the bed. Had a 
wash and sat down for a nice read of the Evening News and finished 
my book which has taken me about two weeks to read. 

10.15 pm Made my usual cup of coffee and into bed about 10.45. 
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Wednesday 

9.0 am Got up, felt a bit better than yesterday. Dull morning. 
Looks like rain. Put the kettle on the gas. Waiting for it to boil I 
took the ashes up and laid the fire. I didn’t light it because I was 
going out shortly after breakfast. I knew I should be out some 
time. 

9.45 am Breakfast rather late this morning, so I had tea, toast and 
marmalade. Read the local paper and saw a light job going, so 
when I go out I will phone up. Breakfast over I have a clear up 
and have a wash and shave. Now I am waiting for the rent collector 
to come. The coal man, he’s Just come. He left me a hundred- 
weight, another 7/6. The rent collector is here, now that’s 5/7. 
He asked me if the decorators have been, so I told him the fore- 
man was here and he measured up what was to be done, and he 
said O.K. they will be in next week. 

1 1.30 am Went out. Phoned up about the light job but it was too 
early in the mornings and it was over Poplar. A bit too far and so 
I went straight over to my daughter’s (adopted) at Hoxton and 
stayed some lime. In fact I had my dinner tlicre. Stew. And about 
half past one she went down to the laundry on the estate to wash 
all her woollens, while 1 washed up the dinner things. Then at half 
past two 1 go to get her bagwash across the road. I lelp her to sort 
it out and she puts them into the drying cupboards. At four 
o’clock I go up and put the kettle on. My little grandson has just 
come home from school, so I give him and my granddaughter 
their tea and take my daughter down a cup of tea. She gets finished 
just before five o’clock. I come away and get home 5.45. 

6.0 pm Light the fire, put the kettle on the gas, while waiting for it 
to boil 1 make the bed. Kettle boils and 1 make the tea and sit 
down to have a boiled egg, some bread and butter and a couple of 
cups of tea. 

7.15 pm Wash up, have a sweep up. Wash myself and sit down and 
try to sort out a perm in the pools for one and sixpence, in Little- 
woods. But I don’t seem to get much luck though, but have a read 
at some of the news in the evening paper. 

10 pm Make a cup of coffee and get to bed about 10.30. 

Saturday 

8.0 am Get up, put the kettle on, take the ashes up and light the 
fire. Very dull morning and no newspapers. The strike is still 
on. 

8.45 am Breakfast (tea, couple of slices and a bit of streaky bacon). 
I wash up the few things and have a wash and just straighten up 
a bit. 
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9.45 am I go out up Bethnal Green Road. I meet a lady friend of 
mine, Rosie, she tells me she is going over to her son’s for the 
weekend so she wants to get some llowers. So we walk along to- 
gether, then she goes into the butcher's and gels me a bit of neck 
and scrag. Then after a little further conversation we say ‘Ta-ta’, I 
make my way towards home. 1 do a bit more shopping so I have 
got my meat, Oxo, and flour and veg. Get home eleven o’clock, 
can't find my key. The old girl downstairs lets me in. 1 find the 
key on the table. 

1 1.30 am I go out again over to my adopted daughter’s to collect 
my washing. 1 ask her if she has phoned up to hear how the baby 
is going along. All right she says. She makes a cup of tea and we 
have a chat as to what she can take to the hospital on Sunday. 
Then while she is doing her work in the house 1 use the bathroom, 
which she lets me use every week on Saturday afternoon. We have 
another cup of tea and 1 leave at four o'clock. 

4.30 pm I am home and I put my meal on the boil, of course it has 
been previously in some salt water to clean it. I like to cook my 
Sunday dinner on Saturday night because I don’t like cooking on 
Sunday. I get my veg ready and about six o’clock 1 put them all 
in together with four Oxos. I have already put a small chop in the 
oven for tea. 

6.15 pm 1 have my lea. 1 don't get much time to have dinner on 
Saturdays so for tea I have chop and beans, with bread and a cup 
of coffee. Finished tea, turn the gas out under the stew. 

7.15 pm Wash up, make the bed. A sit down to read my book 
entitled ‘Our Old Man’ by Toole. 

10.45 pm My eyes ache and 1 gel to bed. 

Swulay 

9.0 am I woke up to lind my nose is bleeding. I got up and put a cold 
water rag on it. After a bit it stopped. I made myself a cup of tea 
and as soon as I drank it my nose started bleeding again, so I went 
over to my daughter's place and told her I was going to the hospital. 

10.30 am I was in the hospital as casualty. After a while it stopped. 
Doctor examined me, gave me some tablets and I have got to see 
my Doctor Monday, so 1 had no breakfast. Went back to my 
adopted daughter's by eleven thirty and she made me a cup of 
tea. Left at twelve thirty, got home .'ind warmed up my stew. 

2.0 pm I had my dinner. And then I washed ihc things up, wiped my 
face over, afraid to touch it too liard in case my nose bleeds again, 
and I have to lie down and go to sleep as I don’t feel none too 
bright, only I was in hospital sixteen days with the same thing in 
Dec. 1952-1953. 


259 



APPENDIX 3 


6.0 pm I wake up, make myself a cup of tea and have a couple of 
biscuits out of half a pound I bought this morning, 1/-. 

7.0 pm I go over to my adopted daughter’s again and have a look 
at the tele., saw Guess My Story and a bit of church stuff. Came 
away quarter past nine. Met old Dan Alamino in Hackney Road, 
just said good night, that was all. Got home quarter to ten. 

10.0 pm The fire was out, so 1 got straight into bed as I was not 
feeling quite the thing. The end of a perfect week. 


Mr, Tulier. Additional Written Note 

You may perhaps note in this diary of myself how often I allude 
to my adopted daughter. Perhaps it would be as well for me to tell 
you how she became my adopted daughter. Well, it is the month of 
April, 1921. Her family was my next door neighbour. At the time I 
with my wife lived in Harold Gardens, a turning in Shoreditch. It 
certainly was a bit of a rough quarter but there were still some hard- 
working people there. Well, one Saturday night there was a spot of 
bother in the street and this child’s mother was concerned in it. So 
they asked my wife if she would look after the baby till the row abated. 
My wife made her a bed on the floor and she never simpered all night. 
The following morning my wife made her some bread and milk till 
such time we got her some proper food. She was one year and five 
months old then. Well, we kept the child a few days because we took 
to her, and me and my wife had a talk about adopting her and we 
agreed to ask her mother about it. We did so, and the parents were 
only too pleased. 'And so we drew up an agreement and that settled 
that, and although my wife suffered from a form of paralysis in her 
legs, she was able to take care of this child. Of course, we did not 
have any children of our own. I might say this child had many ill- 
nesses that children suffer from, but with the aid of the Doctor and 
my wife’s help she always pulled through. In June 1924 we moved 
from Harold Gardens, Shoreditch, into Bethnal Green. She always 
carried our name of Tulier and when she became of school age we 
sent her to Beesley Road School. She attended school quite regular, 
passed all her standards, and left at the age of fourteen. She found 
a job in a cardboard factory and began to bring home a few shillings 
which helped to buy her clothes. Mind you, she was a very good girl 
as she grew up, she helped us as we had helped her. Her own mother 
died about 1934, and unfortunately for both of us my wife died in 
July 1936. Well, Ivy Alice, that was her Christian names, 1 don’t 
think it matters afcout telling you her surname, and I her foster 
father carried on until 1945, and then she got married in the June. 
She had her first baby in June 1946. Today, 1955, she has three 
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lovely children and a hard-working husband. I don’t think that she 
has ever had any regrets that she was adopted, and I am sure that I 
have no regrets for having adopted her. And now I am getting along 
in age my happy times are when I am with her and, as I call them, 
my grandchildren. I might add that her own father died just previous 
to her getting married. But for a final word, let me say that my 
adopted daughter today is devoted to her children and husband, not 
forgetting she is a good girl to me. 

Week’s Diary No. 4 
March 21-27, 1955 

Mrs. Harker, 12 Peacock Street. Widowed, aged 62, living alone 
Monday 

Got up at 8.30, lit the fire 9.0, then had breakfast, tea and toast. 

9.20 my grandson brought my dinner in to cook. 9.45 cleaned my 
budgie out and settled her. 10.0 peeled the potatoes. 10.15 started 
my clearing up, made the bed and washed up. 1 1.0 put my dinner on 
to cook and then did a little washing. 12.30 had my dinner, bacon 
and potatoes, fed the dog. After sitting a while got up and washed 
up. 2.10 got myself ready to go and see an old neighbour. 2.30 went 
over to my neighbour. After sitting talking about the family, made a 
cup of tea and had a cake, after that we finished our conversation. 
4.0 washed up. 4.30 left her to come home to catch my daughter’s 
club^ man but he didn’t turn up, so at 5.0 got my tea and sat resting 
by the fire. Then I got up. 6.30 a friend came in to pay her club. We 
sat talking about the family, and in the meantime my grandson and 
his friend came in to take the dog for his night’s run. My friend left 
at 7.15. After that I cleared the fireplace up and tidied up the room. 
7.30 sat down and had a read of the paper. 7.45 started to write a 
letter to my son in Dorset. 9.0 got my supper, a boiled egg and 
toast, and cleared away. After that I sat and had another read. 

10.20 went to bed. 

Tuesday 

Got up at 8.45 and started the fire. 9.0 got my breakfast which was 
toast and tea. 9.15 my grandson came in with the dinner and then 
went to school. 9.30 started to prepare the dinner. 10.0 cleaned my 
budgie out. 10.15 started my house work. 11.0 put my dinner on to 
cook which consisted of minced meat and greens and potatoes, 
cooking for five of us, and then went on with my work. 12.30 took 

1 Her daughter is an agent of a clothing club— collecting weekly payments 
for clothing and shoes^. 
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the dinner up. When we had finished my grandson washed up and 
then went to school and the other on to work. My daughter sat for 
a while after getting my pension. We talked and she wrote a letter 
to her son in Africa. At 2.45 she left for work, being on late turn 
this week, then I made the bed. At 3.0, being a miserable afternoon, 
I washed up. 6.0 cleared up the fireplace again. Then settled down to 
have a read of my paper. 7.0 my grandson came to take the dog. After 
that I sat down and did some writing. 9.0 got my supper which con- 
sisted of cold meat and tomatoes. Cleared that away and 9.45 had 
another read, going to bed at 10.30. 

I forgot to put at 1 1.15 the coal man came, paying him 7/6 a cwt. 
Wednesday 

9.0 got up and started the fire. 9.15 started my breakfast which was 
a boiled egg and tea. 9.20 my grandson came in with the dinner. 
T sent him down to pay my rent which was 12/3 and from there he 
went to school. 10.0 started to do the vegetables for dinner. 10.30 
cleaned my budgie out and then carried on with house work. 1 1.0 1 
made a sausage batter and started cooking it with greens and 
potatoes. I also had a letter from my sister telling me all the troubles 
of the family (she has six children) and then I carried on with my 
work. 12.30 took the dinner up. At 1.30 my daughter’s insurance 
man called. We had a little talk about the weather and wondered 
what kind of a summer we would get, then my grandson washed up 
and the other going back to work. When he had finished he went 
to school. My daughter didn’t come in today. 2.20 I went over to 
sec my old neighbour and spent a couple of hours with her, she is 
not very well and has a nasty cold. I made a cup of tea for us and had 
a cake and then we listened to the big race. I like to hear the horses. 
Then we talked about things in general. 5.15 came over and got my 
tea and fell asleep td 6.45, then got up and cleared away and washed 
up and did the fireplace. 7.15 my grandson came to take the dog for 
a run and I sat down to look at the paper and wrote three letters. 

9.0 got my supper. When I finished, sat and had another read, went 
to bed at 1 1 o’clock. 

Thursday 

8.30 got up and got my breakfast. Just as I was finishing my grandson 
came in with the dinner and then went to school. 9.20 I stood at the 
window watching the children bring their plants to school. Every 
year they are given a bulb to grow, and the one that gets the best 
plant gets so many marks, and it was nice to see all the daffodils 
going in. 9.40 1 started to prepare the dinner. 1 made a nice stew. 

10.0 started the fire going, I had rather a job with it, I don’t know 
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if the wood was damp, and then I did my budgie out. 10.30 started 
my housework. 12.30 took the dinner up. When we finished we sat 
talking for a time and 2.0 my daughter went back to work. 2.30 made 
the bed and then had a little rest. 4.0 got myself ready and also my tea. 
Tea and toast and after clearing away at 5.0 went to meet my daugh- 
ter and went to the pictures, it was a pretty good picture but an old 
one. 9.15 got home, got my supper, which consisted of a piece of 
fried fish, had a read of the paper and went to bed 10.15 feeling a 
bit tired. 

Friday 

8.40 started the fire going 9.0. Had my breakfast, tea and toast, and 
then my grandson came with the dinner. Then went to school. 

9.30 started to do the dinner. I made some meat patties with minced 
meat, they enjoy those with beans and potatoes. 10.15 did the bird 
and then started my work. 12.30 took the dinner up and fed the dog. 
Had my dinner, then when wc had finished my grandson washed up. 

1.45 went to school and his brother back to work. My daughter did 
not go till 2.45 being on late turn this week so we sat talking. She 
was telling me her son doing his National Service may be moved 
farther away, he is already in East Africa, Kenya, where the Mau Mau 
are. 3.30 my daughter’s (club) man called. I gave him a cup of tea 
and we had a little talk. 4.30 got my tea, toast, cheese and tomatoes. 

5.30 cleared away, washed up and did the fireplace up, and at 6.0 
thought 1 was going to have a read of the paper, to find there arc no 
papers, they are on strike, so got my book. 7.30 the boy brought 
the dog back from his run. 9.0 got my supper, a boiled egg and 
toast. After that I had another read of my book and went to bed 10.0. 

Saturday 

8.30 got up and had my breakfast, toast and tea. 9.0 cleaned the 
grate and started the fire and prepared the room to be cleaned. 

9.30 cleaned the bird out. 10.0 my grandson brought the vegetables, 
so I prepared them. 10.30 1 made the bed and while I was clearing 
that up my grandson cleaned the floor for me. 10.0 I put the vege- 
tables on and went on with the clearing. 12.0 my daughter finished 
cooking the dinner. 12.40 we had dinner. 1.30 they left to go home 
and 2.0 I went over to my old neighbour and listened to the boat 
race and then to the big race. Finished up by hearing the football, 
a good afternoon’s sport. 5.0 got my tea, I toasted some crumpets. 

5.45 cleared away and washed up. 6 o’clock sat and read, it was easy 
for the rest of the time. 9.0 got my supper which was ham and 
tomatoes and tea. After that 1 sat and read till eleven o’clock then 
went to bed. 
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Sunday 

9.0 got up and started the fire. 9.15 got my breakfast of bacon and 
egg and tea. At 10.0 cleared up and washed up, and got myself ready 
and went round to my daughter’s to dinner and tea. At 8.0 my grand- 
son came home with me. 8.30 started a fire. 9.0 got my supper. Cheese 
and tomatoes and tea. When I finished I had a read till 10.0, then 
went to bed. 
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TABLE 50 

Number of Relatives Seen per Week and per Year 

Number of relatives of old people seeing 

seen relatives 



Eierv week 

Every rear 

0 

'4 

'2 

1-9 

54 

7 

10-19 

31 

21 

20-59 

11 

64 

60 or more 

0 

6 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

203 

203 


TABLE 51 

Average Frequency of Contact with Children, by Age 

Age Average contact per Number of old people 

child per week 


Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

60-64 

— 

4-7 

— 

33 

65-69 

3-3 

3-8 

21 

25 

70-74 

2*8 

3-9 

18 

30 

75 + 

31 

3-7 

13 

27 


— 

— 

— 

— 

AII ages 

31 

• 

41 

265 

52 

115 
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TABLE 52 

Proximity of Eldest and Youngest Children 

Proximity of eldest in relation Families in which both 

to youngest in family eldest and youngest were 

married (or widowed) 



% 

Number 

Sons Eldest nearer 

21 

15 

Youngest nearer 

56 

39 

Both about the same distance 

23 

16 

Total 

100 

70 

Daughters Eldest nearer 

28 

19 

Youngest nearer 

45 

31 

Both about the same distance 

28 

19 

Total 

100 

69 


TABLE 53 

Average Number of Surviving Children and Siblings, by Age of 
Old People 


Age 

Average number oj 
surviving children 

Average number of 
surviving siblings 

Number of 

Old People 


Men * 

Women * 

Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

60-64 

— 

3-3 

— 

3-3 

— 

38 

65-69 

3-6 

3-3 

3-5 

2-7 

25 

34 

70-74 

3-4 

2-8 

2-6 

2-6 

21 

34 

75-79 

3-7 

3-4 

1-5 

1-9 

11 

23 

80 and over 

3-9 

5-2 

1-9 

1-6 

7 

10 

Total 

3-6 

3-3 

2-6 

2-7 

64 

139 


* 6 single men and 12 single women excluded. 
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TABLE 54 

Number of Surviving Grandchildren 


Number of Old people with children 

grandchildren 



Men 

®/ 

Women 

o/ 

Toti 

0/ 

0 

/o 

2 

/o 

9 

/o 

1 

1 

13 

16 

15 

2-3 

31 

23 

26 

4-9 

31 

37 

35 

10-19 

17 

13 

14 

20 and over 

6 

2 

3 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

52 

115 

167 


TABLE 55 

Age on Becoming a Grandparent 
(those having at least one grandchild) 


Age on becoming 
a grandparent * 

Men 

Won, 

Under 45 

4 

17 

45-49 

12 

18 

50-54 

8 

21 

55-59 

9 

29 

60-64 

14 

17 

65 and over 

4 

3 


— 

— 

Total number 

51 

105 


* As assessed from information given about the oldest surviving grandchild. 
In a few examples the eldest grandchild is known to have died but their ages at 
death and the dates of death were not ascertained. On average a man was 55 
when he became a grandparent and a woman 53. 
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TABLE 56 

Per Cent of Old People Seeing a Sibling, According to Frequency 


Frequency with which Old people seeing a 



Brother 

Sister 

Brother or 


% 

% 

sister % 

Daily 

6 

17 

17 

Not daily but at least once a 

week 

13 

24 

25 

Not weekly but at least once a 

month 

18 

23 

24 

Not monthly but at least once a 

year 

29 

18 

15 

Not seen 

34 

18 

18 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

119 

149 

168 


TABLE 57 

Expected Source of Help during Future Illness*' 


First resort Second resort 



Men 

V 

/o 

Women 

% 

Men 

% 

Women 

o/ 

/o 

Husband or wife 

52 

7 

2 

2 

Daughter 

22 

56 

38 

30 

Other relative 

14 

29 

19 

23 

Neighbour or other 

6 

4 

8 

14 

None 

6 

4 

34 

32 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

Number 

64 

139 

64 

139 


♦This table corresponds to Table 13 on p. 53, which shows the pattern of 
help during past illness. Help was defined as providing meals and drinks, making 
the bed or assisting with personal toilet. ‘Illness’ refers only to occasions when 
the old person would be confined to bed for at least one day. 
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TABLE 58 

Age of Women at Retirement (from all work) 


Women aged 

fiO nffH 



Retiring at age 


Tditnt 

\j\J i/C/C. r 

Retire from 

50-59 

60 

61-63 64-66 67-69 

70 + 

i uiai 

Number 

all work 

13 

7 

9 10 11 

4 

54 


TABLE 59 

Years since Men’s Retirement from F 

ull-time Work 

Men aged 

Number of years 

Total Average numbe 

65 and over 


num‘ of years since 

0-1 

2-3 4-6 7-10 11 + 

ber retirement 

Retired from 
full-time work 8 

7 10 12 8 

45 6-7 


TABLE 60 

Change of Job before Retirement 

Men aged 65 and over Change of job aftei the Total 

age of 59 



None 

At least one 


Working full-time 

11 

8 

19 

Retired from full-time work 

29 

16 

45 

1'otal 

40 

24 

64 


TABLE 61 

Years since Last Change in the Membership of the Household 


Years since last change 

Old people 

aged 

in membership of house- 



hold* 

Under 70 

/o 

70 + 

/o 

3 or under 

41 

28 

4-10 

44 

44 

Over 10 

15 

28 

Total 

100 

100 

Number 

97 

106 


• At least one person joining or leaving the household because of death, birth, 
marriage, migration, etc. 


269 



APPENDIX 4 


TABLE 62 


Health Factors and Old People 



Men 

Women 


65- 

70- 

75- 

80 

/4// 

60- 65- 

70- 

75- 

80 

/!// 


69 

74 

79 

and j 


64 

69 

74 

79 

and 


1 . Capacity for move- 




over 






over 


ment 












Bedridden or 












housebound 

1 

1 

1 

1 

4 

1 

1 

5 

3 

3 

13 

Limited outside 

8 

8 

5 

6 

27 

7 

14 

16 

16 

6 

59 

Unlimited 

16 

12 

5 

0 

33 

30 

19 

13 

4 

1 

i 67 

2. Difficulty with 












stairs 

Marked didkulty 

5 

4 

4 

4 

17 

7 

9 

15 

13 

6 

50 

Slight difhculty 

8 

6 

5 

2 

21 

12 

10 

12 

8 

4 

46 

None 

12 

11 

2 

1 

26 

19 

15 

7 

2 

0 

43 

3. Periodic pain in 












feet 












Pain 

4 

3 

3 

3 

13 

9 

8 

12 

6 

1 

36 

None 

21 

18 

8 

4 

51 

29 

26 

22 

17 

9 

103 

4 . Falls and ftiddiness 












Recent fall 

No fall but giddi- 

2 

1 

2 

1 

6 

9 

1 

9 

15 

10 

6 

49 

ness sometimes 
or often 

4 

4 

1 

1 

10 

8 

8 

10 

4 

2 

32 

None 

19 

16 

8 

5 1 

48 

21 

17 

9 

9 

2 

58 

5. Sleep 












Sleep well/fair 

16 

16 

7 

4 

43 

21 

16 

19 

13 

7 

76 

Sleep badly 

9 

5 

4 

3 

21 

17 

18 

15 

10 

3 

63 

6. Frequency med. 












consultation 

0-3 a year 

14 

14 

7 

4 

39 

25 

25 

18 

10 

1 

79 

4-10 a year 

4 

2 

3 

0 

9 

7 

6 

10 

9 

5 

37 

Over 10 a year 

7 

5 

1 

3 

16 

6 

3 

6 

4 

4 

23 

7. Period since in 












hospital 

0-5 years 

12 

9 

6 

1 

28 

11 

6 

12 

6 

6 

41 

Over 5 years 

9 

7 

2 

3 

21 

10 

11 

14 

9 

4 

48 

Never 

4 

5 

3 

3 

15 

17 

17 

8 

8 

0 

50 

Total numbers 

25 

21 

11 

7 

64, 

38 

34 

34 

23 

10 

139 
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\ 

1 

*1 

! 


i 


TABLE 63 

Household Composition (Census 1951, 20% Sample) 
Special Tabulation for Bethnal Green (Females) 


Living with 


1 . No other person 

2. Husband only 

3. Husband and child(ren) 
unmarried 

4. Son(s) (unmarried) only 

5. Daughter(s) (unm.) only 

6. Son(s) and daughlcr(s) 
(all unman icd) 

7. Married (inc. W or D) 
daughlcr(s), son(s)-in- 
law, grandchildren (if any) 
with or without husband 
and/or unmarricdchildren 

8. Married (inc. W or D) 
son(s), daughter(s)-in-law, 
grandchildren (if any), 
with or without husband 
and/or unmarried children 

9. Brother(s) and/or sister(s) 
and their children, (if 
any), but no other person 

10. As in 9, with the addi- 
tion of one or more of the 
persons specified in 2-8 

11. All persons related, but 
including one or more 
not mentioned in 1-10 

12. Non-relatives, whether 
or not relatives also 
present 


13. Grandchildren 
(Included in 1-12) 

Total 


Single 

Married 

Widowed or 
divorced 

60-70-80 + 
69 79 

60- 70-80 + 
69 79 

60- 70- 80 + 
69 79 

32 16 5 

18 12 — 

108 101 44 

— — — 

157 60 6 

— — — 



74 24 2 



— — 

4 1 1 

27 28 5 

— -- 

1 1 — 

27 19 12 


2 1 — 

14 7 2 

— — — 

21 2 

18 15 11 

i j 

1 

1 

13 4 1 

1 

1 

8 14 3 

23 16 2 

i 

3 — — 

6 3 1 

\ _ 

1 

4 1 — 

1 4 1 

2 1 1 

1 

12 - 1 

10 4 2 

5 1 — 

9 3 — 

14 13 2 

— — — 

23 3 1 

21 25 7 

62 35 8 

318 109 11 

233 208 83 


1,067 


Total 
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